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INTRODUCTION BY HAVELOCK ELLIS

'GERMINAL' was publ�shed �n 1885, after occupy�ng Zola dur�ng the
prev�ous year. In accordance w�th h�s usual custom—but to a greater
extent than w�th any other of h�s books except La Débâcle—he
accumulated mater�al beforehand. For s�x months he travelled about
the coal-m�n�ng d�str�ct �n northern France and Belg�um, espec�ally
the Bor�nage around Mons, note-book �n hand. 'He was �nqu�s�t�ve,
was that gentleman', m�ner told Sherard who v�s�ted the
ne�ghbourhood at a later per�od and found that the m�ners �n every
v�llage knew Germ�nal. That was a tr�bute of adm�rat�on the book
deserved, but �t was never one of Zola's most popular novels; �t was
ne�ther amus�ng enough nor outrageous enough to attract the
mult�tude.
Yet Germ�nal occup�es a place among Zola's works wh�ch �s
constantly becom�ng more assured, so that to some cr�t�cs �t even
beg�ns to seem the only book of h�s that �n the end may surv�ve. In



h�s own t�me, as we know, the accred�ted cr�t�cs of the day could f�nd
no condemnat�on severe enough for Zola. Brunet�ère attacked h�m
perpetually w�th a fury that seemed �nexhaust�ble; Schérer could not
even bear to hear h�s name ment�oned; Anatole France, though he
l�ved to relent, thought �t would have been better �f he had never
been born. Even at that t�me, however, there were cr�t�cs who
�ncl�ned to v�ew Germ�nal more favourably. Thus Faguet, who was
the recogn�zed academ�c cr�t�c of the end of the last century, wh�le he
held that poster�ty would be unable to understand how Zola could
ever have been popular, yet recogn�zed h�m as �n Germ�nal the
hero�c representat�ve of democracy, �ncomparable �n h�s power of
descr�b�ng crowds, and he real�zed how marvellous �s the conclus�on
of th�s book.
To-day, when cr�t�cs v�ew Zola In the ma�n w�th �nd�fference rather
than w�th horror, although he st�ll reta�ns h�s popular favour, the
d�st�nct�on of Germ�nal �s yet more clearly recogn�zed. Se�ll�ère, wh�le
regard�ng the cap�tal�st�c cond�t�ons presented as now of an anc�ent
and almost ext�nct type, yet sees Germ�nal stand�ng out as 'the
poem of soc�al myst�c�sm', wh�le André G�de, a completely modern
cr�t�c who has left a deep mark on the present generat�on, observes
somewhere that �t may nowadays cause surpr�se that he should refer
w�th adm�rat�on to Germ�nal, but �t �s a masterly book that f�lls h�m
w�th aston�shment; he can hardly bel�eve that �t was wr�tten �n French
and st�ll less that �t should have been wr�tten �n any other language; �t
seems that �t should have been created �n some �nternat�onal
tongue.
The h�gh place thus cla�med for Germ�nal w�ll hardly seem
exaggerated. The book was produced when Zola had at length
ach�eved the full mastery of h�s art and before h�s hand had, as �n h�s
latest novels, begun to lose �ts f�rm grasp. The subject lent �tself,
moreover, to h�s spec�al apt�tude for present�ng �n v�v�d outl�ne great
human groups, and to h�s spec�al sympathy w�th the collect�ve
emot�ons and soc�al asp�rat�ons of such groups. We do not, as so
often �n Zola's work, become pa�nfully consc�ous that he �s seek�ng
to reproduce aspects of l�fe w�th wh�ch he �s �mperfectly acqua�nted,
or f�tt�ng them �nto sc�ent�f�c formulas wh�ch he has �mperfectly



understood. He shows a masterly gr�p of each separate group, and
each represents some essent�al element of the whole; they are
harmon�ously balanced, and the�r mutual act�on and react�on leads
on �nev�tably to the splend�d trag�c dose, w�th yet �ts great prom�se
for the future. I w�ll not here d�scuss Zola's l�terary art (I have done
so �n my book of Aff�rmat�ons); �t �s enough to say that, though he
was not a great master of style, Zola never aga�n wrote so f�nely as
here.
A word may be added to expla�n how th�s translat�on fell to the lot of
one whose work has been �n other f�elds. In 1893 the late A. Texe�ra
de Mattos was arrang�ng for pr�vate �ssue a ser�es of complete
vers�ons of some of Zola's ch�ef novels and offered to ass�gn
Germ�nal to me. My t�me was taken up w�th prel�m�nary but as yet
unfru�tful preparat�on for what I regarded as my own spec�al task �n
l�fe, and I felt that I must not neglect the opportun�ty of spend�ng my
spare t�me �n mak�ng a modest add�t�on to my �ncome. My w�fe
read�ly fell �nto the project and agreed, on the understand�ng that we
shared the proceeds, to act as my amanuens�s. So, �n the l�ttle
Corn�sh cottage over the sea we then occup�ed, the even�ngs of the
early months of 1894 were spent over Germ�nal, I translat�ng aloud,
and she w�th sw�ft eff�c�ent unt�r�ng pen follow�ng, now and then
better�ng my Engl�sh d�alogue w�th her pungent w�t. In th�s way I was
able to ga�n a more m�nute �ns�ght �nto the deta�ls of Zola's work, and
a more �mpress�ve v�s�on of the mass�ve structure he here ra�sed,
than can eas�ly be acqu�red by the mere reader. That jo�nt task has
rema�ned an ab�d�ngly pleasant memory. It �s, moreover, a
sat�sfact�on to me to know that I have been respons�ble, however
�nadequately, for the only complete Engl�sh vers�on of th�s wonderful
book, 'a great fresco,' as Zola h�mself called �t, a great prose ep�c, as
�t has seemed to some, worthy to compare w�th the great verse ep�cs
of old.

PART ONE



CHAPTER I

Over the open pla�n, beneath a starless sky as dark and th�ck as �nk,
a man walked alone along the h�ghway from March�ennes to
Montsou, a stra�ght paved road ten k�lometres �n length, �ntersect�ng
the beetroot f�elds. He could not even see the black so�l before h�m,
and only felt the �mmense flat hor�zon by the gusts of March w�nd,
squalls as strong as on the sea, and frozen from sweep�ng leagues
of marsh and naked earth. No tree could be seen aga�nst the sky,
and the road unrolled as stra�ght as a p�er �n the m�dst of the bl�nd�ng
spray of darkness.
The man had set out from March�ennes about two o'clock. He
walked w�th long str�des, sh�ver�ng beneath h�s worn cotton jacket
and corduroy breeches. A small parcel t�ed �n a check handkerch�ef
troubled h�m much, and he pressed �t aga�nst h�s s�de, somet�mes
w�th one elbow, somet�mes w�th the other, so that he could sl�p to the
bottom of h�s pockets both the benumbed hands that bled beneath
the lashes of the w�nd. A s�ngle �dea occup�ed h�s head—the empty
head of a workman w�thout work and w�thout lodg�ng—the hope that
the cold would be less keen after sunr�se. For an hour he went on
thus, when on the left, two k�lometres from Montsou, he saw red
flames, three f�res burn�ng �n the open a�r and apparently suspended.
At f�rst he hes�tated, half afra�d. Then he could not res�st the pa�nful
need to warm h�s hands for a moment.
The steep road led downwards, and everyth�ng d�sappeared. The
man saw on h�s r�ght a pal�ng, a wall of coarse planks shutt�ng �n a
l�ne of ra�ls, wh�le a grassy slope rose on the left surmounted by
confused gables, a v�s�on of a v�llage w�th low un�form roofs. He went
on some two hundred paces. Suddenly, at a bend �n the road, the
f�res reappeared close to h�m, though he could not understand how
they burnt so h�gh �n the dead sky, l�ke smoky moons. But on the
level so�l another s�ght had struck h�m. It was a heavy mass, a low
p�le of bu�ld�ngs from wh�ch rose the s�lhouette of a factory ch�mney;
occas�onal gleams appeared from d�rty w�ndows, f�ve or s�x



melancholy lanterns were hung outs�de to frames of blackened
wood, wh�ch vaguely outl�ned the prof�les of g�gant�c stages; and
from th�s fantast�c appar�t�on, drowned �n n�ght and smoke, a s�ngle
vo�ce arose, the th�ck, long breath�ng of a steam escapement that
could not be seen.
Then the man recogn�zed a p�t. H�s despa�r returned. What was the
good? There would be no work. Instead of turn�ng towards the
bu�ld�ngs he dec�ded at last to ascend the p�t bank, on wh�ch burnt �n
�ron baskets the three coal f�res wh�ch gave l�ght and warmth for
work. The labourers �n the cutt�ng must have been work�ng late; they
were st�ll throw�ng out the useless rubb�sh. Now he heard the landers
push the wagons on the stages. He could d�st�ngu�sh l�v�ng shadows
t�pp�ng over the trams or tubs near each f�re.
"Good day," he sa�d, approach�ng one of the baskets.
Turn�ng h�s back to the f�re, the carman stood upr�ght. He was an old
man, dressed �n kn�tted v�olet wool w�th a rabb�t-sk�n cap on h�s
head; wh�le h�s horse, a great yellow horse, wa�ted w�th the
�mmob�l�ty of stone wh�le they empt�ed the s�x tra�ns he drew. The
workman employed at the t�pp�ng-cradle, a red-ha�red lean fellow, d�d
not hurry h�mself; he pressed on the lever w�th a sleepy hand. And
above, the w�nd grew stronger—an �cy north w�nd—and �ts great,
regular breaths passed by l�ke the strokes of a scythe.
"Good day," repl�ed the old man. There was s�lence. The man, who
felt that he was be�ng looked at susp�c�ously, at once told h�s name.
"I am called Ét�enne Lant�er. I am an eng�ne-man. Any work here?"
The flames l�t h�m up. He m�ght be about twenty-one years of age, a
very dark, handsome man, who looked strong �n sp�te of h�s th�n
l�mbs.
The carman, thus reassured, shook h�s head.
"Work for an eng�ne-man? No, no! There were two came yesterday.
There's noth�ng."
A gust cut short the�r speech. Then Ét�enne asked, po�nt�ng to the
sombre p�le of bu�ld�ngs at the foot of the platform:



"A p�t, �sn't �t?"
The old man th�s t�me could not reply: he was strangled by a v�olent
cough. At last he expectorated, and h�s expectorat�on left a black
patch on the purple so�l.
"Yes, a p�t. The Voreux. There! The settlement �s qu�te near."
In h�s turn, and w�th extended arm, he po�nted out �n the n�ght the
v�llage of wh�ch the young man had vaguely seen the roofs. But the
s�x trams were empty, and he followed them w�thout crack�ng h�s
wh�p, h�s legs st�ffened by rheumat�sm; wh�le the great yellow horse
went on of �tself, pull�ng heav�ly between the ra�ls beneath a new
gust wh�ch br�stled �ts coat.
The Voreux was now emerg�ng from the gloom. Ét�enne, who forgot
h�mself before the stove, warm�ng h�s poor bleed�ng hands, looked
round and could see each part of the p�t: the shed tarred w�th
s�ft�ngs, the p�t-frame, the vast chamber of the w�nd�ng mach�ne, the
square turret of the exhaust�on pump. Th�s p�t, p�led up �n the bottom
of a hollow, w�th �ts squat br�ck bu�ld�ngs, ra�s�ng �ts ch�mney l�ke a
threaten�ng horn, seemed to h�m to have the ev�l a�r of a gluttonous
beast crouch�ng there to devour the earth. Wh�le exam�n�ng �t, he
thought of h�mself, of h�s vagabond ex�stence these e�ght days he
had been seek�ng work. He saw h�mself aga�n at h�s workshop at the
ra�lway, del�ver�ng a blow at h�s foreman, dr�ven from L�lle, dr�ven
from everywhere. On Saturday he had arr�ved at March�ennes,
where they sa�d that work was to be had at the Forges, and there
was noth�ng, ne�ther at the Forges nor at Sonnev�lle's. He had been
obl�ged to pass the Sunday h�dden beneath the wood of a
cartwr�ght's yard, from wh�ch the watchman had just turned h�m out
at two o'clock �n the morn�ng. He had noth�ng, not a penny, not even
a crust; what should he do, wander�ng along the roads w�thout a�m,
not know�ng where to shelter h�mself from the w�nd? Yes, �t was
certa�nly a p�t; the occas�onal lanterns l�ghted up the square; a door,
suddenly opened, had enabled h�m to catch s�ght of the furnaces �n a
clear l�ght. He could expla�n even the escapement of the pump, that
th�ck, long breath�ng that went on w�thout ceas�ng, and wh�ch
seemed to be the monster's congested resp�rat�on.



The workman, expand�ng h�s back at the t�pp�ng-cradle, had not
even l�fted h�s eyes on Ét�enne, and the latter was about to p�ck up
h�s l�ttle bundle, wh�ch had fallen to the earth, when a spasm of
cough�ng announced the carman's return. Slowly he emerged from
the darkness, followed by the yellow horse draw�ng s�x more laden
trams.
"Are there factor�es at Montsou?" asked the young man.
The old man expectorated, then repl�ed �n the w�nd:
"Oh, �t �sn't factor�es that are lack�ng. Should have seen �t three or
four years ago. Everyth�ng was roar�ng then. There were not men
enough; there never were such wages. And now they are t�ghten�ng
the�r bell�es aga�n. Noth�ng but m�sery �n the country; every one �s
be�ng sent away; workshops clos�ng one after the other. It �s not the
Emperor's fault, perhaps; but why should he go and f�ght �n
Amer�ca? w�thout count�ng that the beasts are dy�ng from cholera,
l�ke the people."
Then, �n short sentences and w�th broken breath, the two cont�nued
to compla�n. Ét�enne narrated h�s va�n wander�ngs of the past week:
must one, then, d�e of hunger? Soon the roads would be full of
beggars.
"Yes," sa�d the old man, "th�s w�ll turn out badly, for God does not
allow so many Chr�st�ans to be thrown on the street."
"We don't have meat every day."
"But �f one had bread!"
"True, �f one only had bread."
The�r vo�ces were lost, gusts of w�nd carry�ng away the words �n a
melancholy howl.
"Here!" began the carman aga�n very loudly, turn�ng towards the
south. "Montsou �s over there."
And stretch�ng out h�s hand aga�n he po�nted out �nv�s�ble spots �n
the darkness as he named them. Below, at Montsou, the Fauvelle
sugar works were st�ll go�ng, but the Hoton sugar works had just



been d�sm�ss�ng hands; there were only the Dut�lleul flour m�ll and
the Bleuze rope walk for m�ne-cables wh�ch kept up. Then, w�th a
large gesture he �nd�cated the north half of the hor�zon: the
Sonnev�lle workshops had not rece�ved two-th�rds of the�r usual
orders; only two of the three blast furnaces of the March�ennes
Forges were al�ght; f�nally, at the Gagebo�s glass works a str�ke was
threaten�ng, for there was talk of a reduct�on of wages.
"I know, I know," repl�ed the young man at each �nd�cat�on. "I have
been there."
"W�th us here th�ngs are go�ng on at present," added the carman;
"but the p�ts have lowered the�r output. And see oppos�te, at the
V�cto�re, there are also only two batter�es of coke furnaces al�ght."
He expectorated, and set out beh�nd h�s sleepy horse, after
harness�ng �t to the empty trams.
Now Ét�enne could oversee the ent�re country. The darkness
rema�ned profound, but the old man's hand had, as �t were, f�lled �t
w�th great m�ser�es, wh�ch the young man unconsc�ously felt at th�s
moment around h�m everywhere �n the l�m�tless tract. Was �t not a cry
of fam�ne that the March w�nd rolled up across th�s naked pla�n? The
squalls were fur�ous: they seemed to br�ng the death of labour, a
fam�ne wh�ch would k�ll many men. And w�th wander�ng eyes he tr�ed
to p�erce shades, tormented at once by the des�re and by the fear of
see�ng. Everyth�ng was h�dden �n the unknown depths of the gloomy
n�ght. He only perce�ved, very far off, the blast furnaces and the coke
ovens. The latter, w�th the�r hundreds of ch�mneys, planted obl�quely,
made l�nes of red flame; wh�le the two towers, more to the left, burnt
blue aga�nst the blank sky, l�ke g�ant torches. It resembled a
melancholy conflagrat�on. No other stars rose on the threaten�ng
hor�zon except these nocturnal f�res �n a land of coal and �ron.
"You belong to Belg�um, perhaps?" began aga�n the carman, who
had returned beh�nd Ét�enne.
Th�s t�me he only brought three trams. Those at least could be t�pped
over; an acc�dent wh�ch had happened to the cage, a broken screw
nut, would stop work for a good quarter of an hour. At the bottom of



the p�t bank there was s�lence; the landers no longer shook the
stages w�th a prolonged v�brat�on. One only heard from the p�t the
d�stant sound of a hammer tapp�ng on an �ron plate.
"No, I come from the South," repl�ed the young man.
The workman, after hav�ng empt�ed the trams, had seated h�mself on
the earth, glad of the acc�dent, ma�nta�n�ng h�s savage s�lence; he
had s�mply l�fted h�s large, d�m eyes to the carman, as �f annoyed by
so many words. The latter, �ndeed, d�d not usually talk at such
length. The unknown man's face must have pleased h�m that he
should have been taken by one of these �tch�ngs for conf�dence
wh�ch somet�mes make old people talk aloud even when alone.
"I belong to Montsou," he sa�d, "I am called Bonnemort."
"Is �t a n�ckname?" asked Ét�enne, aston�shed.
The old man made a gr�mace of sat�sfact�on and po�nted to the
Voreux:
"Yes, yes; they have pulled me three t�mes out of that, torn to p�eces,
once w�th all my ha�r scorched, once w�th my g�zzard full of earth,
and another t�me w�th my belly swollen w�th water, l�ke a frog. And
then, when they saw that noth�ng would k�ll me, they called me
Bonnemort for a joke."
H�s cheerfulness �ncreased, l�ke the creak�ng of an �ll-greased pulley,
and ended by degenerat�ng �nto a terr�ble spasm of cough�ng. The
f�re basket now clearly l�t up h�s large head, w�th �ts scanty wh�te ha�r
and flat, l�v�d face, spotted w�th blu�sh patches. He was short, w�th an
enormous neck, project�ng calves and heels, and long arms, w�th
mass�ve hands fall�ng to h�s knees. For the rest, l�ke h�s horse, wh�ch
stood �mmovable, w�thout suffer�ng from the w�nd, he seemed to be
made of stone; he had no appearance of feel�ng e�ther the cold or
the gusts that wh�stled at h�s ears. When he coughed h�s throat was
torn by a deep rasp�ng; he spat at the foot of the basket and the
earth was blackened.
Ét�enne looked at h�m and at the ground wh�ch he had thus sta�ned.
"Have you been work�ng long at the m�ne?"



Bonnemort flung open both arms.
"Long? I should th�nk so. I was not e�ght when I went down �nto the
Voreux and I am now f�fty-e�ght. Reckon that up! I have been
everyth�ng down there; at f�rst trammer, then putter, when I had the
strength to wheel, then p�keman for e�ghteen years. Then, because
of my cursed legs, they put me �nto the earth cutt�ng, to bank up and
patch, unt�l they had to br�ng me up, because the doctor sa�d I
should stay there for good. Then, after f�ve years of that, they made
me carman. Eh? that's f�ne—f�fty years at the m�ne, forty-f�ve down
below."
Wh�le he was speak�ng, fragments of burn�ng coal, wh�ch now and
then fell from the basket, l�t up h�s pale face w�th the�r red reflect�on.
"They tell me to rest," he went on, "but I'm not go�ng to; I'm not such
a fool. I can get on for two years longer, to my s�xt�eth, so as to get
the pens�on of one hundred and e�ghty francs. If I w�shed them good
even�ng to-day they would g�ve me a hundred and f�fty at once. They
are cunn�ng, the beggars. Bes�des, I am sound, except my legs. You
see, �t's the water wh�ch has got under my sk�n through be�ng always
wet �n the cutt�ngs. There are days when I can't move a paw w�thout
scream�ng."
A spasm of cough�ng �nterrupted h�m aga�n.
"And that makes you cough so?" sa�d Ét�enne.
But he v�gorously shook h�s head. Then, when he could speak:
"No, no! I caught cold a month ago. I never used to cough; now I
can't get r�d of �t. And the queer th�ng �s that I sp�t, that I sp�t——"
The rasp�ng was aga�n heard �n h�s throat, followed by the black
expectorat�on.
"Is �t blood?" asked Ét�enne, at last ventur�ng to quest�on h�m.
Bonnemort slowly w�ped h�s mouth w�th the back of h�s hand.
"It's coal. I've got enough �n my carcass to warm me t�ll I d�e. And �t's
f�ve years s�nce I put a foot down below. I stored �t up, �t seems,
w�thout know�ng �t; �t keeps you al�ve!"



There was s�lence. The d�stant hammer struck regular blows �n the
p�t, and the w�nd passed by w�th �ts moan, l�ke a cry of hunger and
wear�ness com�ng out of the depths of the n�ght. Before the flames
wh�ch grew low, the old man went on �n lower tones, chew�ng over
aga�n h�s old recollect�ons. Ah, certa�nly: �t was not yesterday that he
and h�s began hammer�ng at the seam. The fam�ly had worked for
the Montsou M�n�ng Company s�nce �t started, and that was long
ago, a hundred and s�x years already. H�s grandfather, Gu�llaume
Maheu, an urch�n of f�fteen then, had found the r�ch coal at
Réqu�llart, the Company's f�rst p�t, an old abandoned p�t to-day down
below near the Fauvelle sugar works. All the country knew �t, and as
a proof, the d�scovered seam was called the Gu�llaume, after h�s
grandfather. He had not known h�m—a b�g fellow, �t was sa�d, very
strong, who d�ed of old age at s�xty. Then h�s father, N�colas Maheu,
called Le Rouge, when hardly forty years of age had d�ed �n the p�t,
wh�ch was be�ng excavated at that t�me: a landsl�p, a complete sl�de,
and the rock drank h�s blood and swallowed h�s bones. Two of h�s
uncles and h�s three brothers, later on, also left the�r sk�ns there. He,
V�ncent Maheu, who had come out almost whole, except that h�s
legs were rather shaky, was looked upon as a know�ng fellow. But
what could one do? One must work; one worked here from father to
son, as one would work at anyth�ng else. H�s son, Toussa�nt Maheu,
was be�ng worked to death there now, and h�s grandsons, and all h�s
people, who l�ved oppos�te �n the settlement. A hundred and s�x
years of m�n�ng, the youngsters after the old ones, for the same
master. Eh? there were many bourgeo�s that could not g�ve the�r
h�story so well!
"Anyhow, when one has got enough to eat!" murmured Ét�enne
aga�n.
"That �s what I say. As long as one has bread to eat one can l�ve."
Bonnemort was s�lent; and h�s eyes turned towards the settlement,
where l�ghts were appear�ng one by one. Four o'clock struck �n the
Montsou tower and the cold became keener.
"And �s your company r�ch?" asked Ét�enne.



The old man shrugged h�s shoulders, and then let them fall as �f
overwhelmed beneath an avalanche of gold.
"Ah, yes! Ah, yes! Not perhaps so r�ch as �ts ne�ghbour, the Anz�n
Company. But m�ll�ons and m�ll�ons all the same. They can't count �t.
N�neteen p�ts, th�rteen at work, the Voreux, the V�cto�re, Crévecœur,
M�rou, St. Thomas, Madele�ne, Feutry-Cantel, and st�ll more, and s�x
for pump�ng or vent�lat�on, l�ke Réqu�llart. Ten thousand workers,
concess�ons reach�ng over s�xty-seven communes, an output of f�ve
thousand tons a day, a ra�lway jo�n�ng all the p�ts, and workshops,
and factor�es! Ah, yes! ah, yes! there's money there!"
The roll�ng of trams on the stages made the b�g yellow horse pr�ck
h�s ears. The cage was ev�dently repa�red below, and the landers
had got to work aga�n. Wh�le he was harness�ng h�s beast to re-
descend, the carman added gently, address�ng h�mself to the horse:
"Won't do to chatter, lazy good-for-noth�ng! If Mons�eur Hennebeau
knew how you waste your t�me!"
Ét�enne looked thoughtfully �nto the n�ght. He asked:
"Then Mons�eur Hennebeau owns the m�ne?"
"No," expla�ned the old man, "Mons�eur Hennebeau �s only the
general manager; he �s pa�d just the same as us."
W�th a gesture the young man po�nted �nto the darkness.
"Who does �t all belong to, then?"
But Bonnemort was for a moment so suffocated by a new and v�olent
spasm that he could not get h�s breath. Then, when he had
expectorated and w�ped the black froth from h�s l�ps, he repl�ed �n the
r�s�ng w�nd:
"Eh? all that belong to? Nobody knows. To people."
And w�th h�s hand he po�nted �n the darkness to a vague spot, an
unknown and remote place, �nhab�ted by those people for whom the
Maheus had been hammer�ng at the seam for more than a century.
H�s vo�ce assumed a tone of rel�g�ous awe; �t was as �f he were
speak�ng of an �naccess�ble tabernacle conta�n�ng a sated and



crouch�ng god to whom they had g�ven all the�r flesh and whom they
had never seen.
"At all events, �f one can get enough bread to eat," repeated Ét�enne,
for the th�rd t�me, w�thout any apparent trans�t�on.
"Indeed, yes; �f we could always get bread, �t would be too good."
The horse had started; the carman, �n h�s turn, d�sappeared, w�th the
tra�l�ng step of an �nval�d. Near the t�pp�ng-cradle the workman had
not st�rred, gathered up �n a ball, bury�ng h�s ch�n between h�s knees,
w�th h�s great d�m eyes f�xed on empt�ness.
When he had p�cked up h�s bundle, Ét�enne st�ll rema�ned at the
same spot. He felt the gusts freez�ng h�s back, wh�le h�s chest was
burn�ng before the large f�re. Perhaps, all the same, �t would be as
well to �nqu�re at the p�t, the old man m�ght not know. Then he
res�gned h�mself; he would accept any work. Where should he go,
and what was to become of h�m �n th�s country fam�shed for lack of
work? Must he leave h�s carcass beh�nd a wall, l�ke a strayed dog?
But one doubt troubled h�m, a fear of the Voreux �n the m�ddle of th�s
flat pla�n, drowned �n so th�ck a n�ght. At every gust the w�nd seemed
to r�se as �f �t blew from an ever-broaden�ng hor�zon. No dawn
wh�tened the dead sky. The blast furnaces alone flamed, and the
coke ovens, mak�ng the darkness redder w�thout �llum�nat�ng the
unknown. And the Voreux, at the bottom of �ts hole, w�th �ts posture
as of an ev�l beast, cont�nued to crunch, breath�ng w�th a heav�er and
slower resp�rat�on, troubled by �ts pa�nful d�gest�on of human flesh.

CHAPTER II

In the m�ddle of the f�elds of wheat and beetroot, the Deux-Cent-
Quarante settlement slept beneath the black n�ght. One could
vaguely d�st�ngu�sh four �mmense blocks of small houses, back to
back, barracks or hosp�tal blocks, geometr�c and parallel, separated
by three large avenues wh�ch were d�v�ded �nto gardens of equal



s�ze. And over the desert pla�n one heard only the moan of squalls
through the broken trell�ses of the enclosures.
In the Maheus' house, No. 16 �n the second block, noth�ng was
st�rr�ng. The s�ngle room that occup�ed the f�rst floor was drowned �n
a th�ck darkness wh�ch seemed to overwhelm w�th �ts we�ght the
sleep of the be�ngs whom one felt to be there �n a mass, w�th open
mouths, overcome by wear�ness. In sp�te of the keen cold outs�de,
there was a l�v�ng heat �n the heavy a�r, that hot stuff�ness of even
the best kept bedrooms, the smell of human cattle.
Four o'clock had struck from the clock �n the room on the ground
floor, but noth�ng yet st�rred; one heard the p�p�ng of slender
resp�rat�ons, accompan�ed by two ser�es of sonorous snores. And
suddenly Cather�ne got up. In her wear�ness she had, as usual,
counted the four strokes through the floor w�thout the strength to
arouse herself completely. Then, throw�ng her legs from under the
bedclothes, she felt about, at last struck a match and l�ghted the
candle. But she rema�ned seated, her head so heavy that �t fell back
between her shoulders, seek�ng to return to the bolster.
Now the candle l�ghted up the room, a square room w�th two
w�ndows, and f�lled w�th three beds. There could be seen a
cupboard, a table, and two old walnut cha�rs, whose smoky tone
made hard, dark patches aga�nst the walls, wh�ch were pa�nted a
l�ght yellow. And noth�ng else, only clothes hung to na�ls, a jug
placed on the floor, and a red pan wh�ch served as a bas�n. In the
bed on the left, Zachar�e, the eldest, a youth of one-and-twenty, was
asleep w�th h�s brother Jeanl�n, who had completed h�s eleventh
year; �n the r�ght-hand bed two urch�ns, Lénore and Henr�, the f�rst
s�x years old, the second four, slept �n each other's arms, wh�le
Cather�ne shared the th�rd bed w�th her s�ster Alz�re, so small for her
n�ne years that Cather�ne would not have felt her near her �f �t were
not for the l�ttle �nval�d's humpback, wh�ch pressed �nto her s�de. The
glass door was open; one could perce�ve the lobby of a land�ng, a
sort of recess �n wh�ch the father and the mother occup�ed a fourth
bed, aga�nst wh�ch they had been obl�ged to �nstall the cradle of the
latest comer, Estelle, aged scarcely three months.



However, Cather�ne made a desperate effort. She stretched herself,
she f�dgeted her two hands �n the red ha�r wh�ch covered her
forehead and neck. Slender for her f�fteen years, all that showed of
her l�mbs outs�de the narrow sheath of her chem�se were her blu�sh
feet, as �t were tattooed w�th coal, and her sl�ght arms, the m�lky
wh�teness of wh�ch contrasted w�th the sallow t�nt of her face,
already spo�lt by constant wash�ng w�th black soap. A f�nal yawn
opened her rather large mouth w�th splend�d teeth aga�nst the
chlorot�c pallor of her gums; wh�le her grey eyes were cry�ng �n her
f�ght w�th sleep, w�th a look of pa�nful d�stress and wear�ness wh�ch
seemed to spread over the whole of her naked body.
But a growl came from the land�ng, and Maheu's th�ck vo�ce
stammered;
"Dev�l take �t! It's t�me. Is �t you l�ght�ng up, Cather�ne?"
"Yes, father; �t has just struck downsta�rs."
"Qu�ck then, lazy. If you had danced less on Sunday you would have
woke us earl�er. A f�ne lazy l�fe!"
And he went on grumbl�ng, but sleep returned to h�m also. H�s
reproaches became confused, and were ext�ngu�shed �n fresh
snor�ng.
The young g�rl, �n her chem�se, w�th her naked feet on the floor,
moved about �n the room. As she passed by the bed of Henr� and
Lénore, she replaced the coverlet wh�ch had sl�pped down. They d�d
not wake, lost �n the strong sleep of ch�ldhood. Alz�re, w�th open
eyes, had turned to take the warm place of her b�g s�ster w�thout
speak�ng.
"I say, now, Zachar�e—and you, Jeanl�n; I say, now!" repeated
Cather�ne, stand�ng before her two brothers, who were st�ll wallow�ng
w�th the�r noses �n the bolster.
She had to se�ze the elder by the shoulder and shake h�m; then,
wh�le he was mutter�ng abuse, �t came �nto her head to uncover them
by snatch�ng away the sheet. That seemed funny to her, and she
began to laugh when she saw the two boys struggl�ng w�th naked
legs.



"Stup�d, leave me alone," growled Zachar�e �n �ll-temper, s�tt�ng up. "I
don't l�ke tr�cks. Good Lord! Say �t's t�me to get up?"
He was lean and �ll-made, w�th a long face and a ch�n wh�ch showed
s�gns of a sprout�ng beard, yellow ha�r, and the anaem�c pallor wh�ch
belonged to h�s whole fam�ly.
H�s sh�rt had rolled up to h�s belly, and he lowered �t, not from
modesty but because he was not warm.
"It has struck downsta�rs," repeated Cather�ne; "come! up! father's
angry."
Jeanl�n, who had rolled h�mself up, closed h�s eyes, say�ng: "Go and
hang yourself; I'm go�ng to sleep."
She laughed aga�n, the laugh of a good-natured g�rl. He was so
small, h�s l�mbs so th�n, w�th enormous jo�nts, enlarged by scrofula,
that she took h�m up �n her arms. But he k�cked about, h�s ap�sh
face, pale and wr�nkled, w�th �ts green eyes and great ears, grew
pale w�th the rage of weakness. He sa�d noth�ng, he b�t her r�ght
breast.
"Beastly fellow!" she murmured, keep�ng back a cry and putt�ng h�m
on the floor.
Alz�re was s�lent, w�th the sheet tucked under her ch�n, but she had
not gone to sleep aga�n. W�th her �ntell�gent �nval�d's eyes she
followed her s�ster and her two brothers, who were now dress�ng.
Another quarrel broke out around the pan, the boys hustled the
young g�rl because she was so long wash�ng herself. Sh�rts flew
about: and, wh�le st�ll half-asleep, they eased themselves w�thout
shame, w�th the tranqu�l sat�sfact�on of a l�tter of pupp�es that have
grown up together. Cather�ne was ready f�rst. She put on her m�ner's
breeches, then her canvas jacket, and fastened the blue cap on her
knotted ha�r; �n these clean Monday clothes she had the appearance
of a l�ttle man; noth�ng rema�ned to �nd�cate her sex except the sl�ght
roll of her h�ps.
"When the old man comes back," sa�d Zachar�e, m�sch�evously, "he'll
l�ke to f�nd the bed unmade. You know I shall tell h�m �t's you."



The old man was the grandfather, Bonnemort, who, as he worked
dur�ng the n�ght, slept by day, so that the bed was never cold; there
was always someone snor�ng there. W�thout reply�ng, Cather�ne set
herself to arrange the bed-clothes and tuck them �n. But dur�ng the
last moments sounds had been heard beh�nd the wall �n the next
house. These br�ck bu�ld�ngs, econom�cally put up by the Company,
were so th�n that the least breath could be heard through them. The
�nmates l�ved there, elbow to elbow, from one end to the other; and
no fact of fam�ly l�fe rema�ned h�dden, even from the youngsters. A
heavy step had tramped up the sta�rcase; then there was a k�nd of
soft fall, followed by a s�gh of sat�sfact�on.
"Good!" sa�d Cather�ne. "Levaque has gone down, and here �s
Bouteloup come to jo�n the Levaque woman."
Jeanl�n gr�nned; even Alz�re's eyes shone. Every morn�ng they made
fun of the household of three next door, a p�keman who lodged a
worker �n the cutt�ng, an arrangement wh�ch gave the woman two
men, one by n�ght, the other by day.
"Ph�loméne �s cough�ng," began Cather�ne aga�n, after l�sten�ng.
She was speak�ng of the eldest Levaque, a b�g g�rl of n�neteen, and
the m�stress of Zachar�e, by whom she had already had two ch�ldren;
her chest was so del�cate that she was only a s�fter at the p�t, never
hav�ng been able to work below.
"Pooh! Ph�loméne!" repl�ed Zachar�e, "she cares a lot, she's asleep.
It's hogg�sh to sleep t�ll s�x."
He was putt�ng on h�s breeches when an �dea occurred to h�m, and
he opened the w�ndow. Outs�de �n the darkness the settlement was
awak�ng, l�ghts were dawn�ng one by one between the laths of the
shutters. And there was another d�spute: he leant out to watch �f he
could not see, com�ng out of P�erron's oppos�te, the capta�n of the
Voreux, who was accused of sleep�ng w�th the P�erron woman, wh�le
h�s s�ster called to h�m that s�nce the day before the husband had
taken day duty at the p�t-eye, and that certa�nly Dansaert could not
have slept there that n�ght. Wh�lst the a�r entered �n �cy wh�ffs, both of
them, becom�ng angry, ma�nta�ned the truth of the�r own �nformat�on,



unt�l cr�es and tears broke out. It was Estelle, �n her cradle, vexed by
the cold.
Maheu woke up suddenly. What had he got �n h�s bones, then? Here
he was go�ng to sleep aga�n l�ke a good-for-noth�ng. And he swore
so v�gorously that the ch�ldren became st�ll. Zachar�e and Jeanl�n
f�n�shed wash�ng w�th slow wear�ness. Alz�re, w�th her large, open
eyes, cont�nually stared. The two youngsters, Lénore and Henr�, �n
each other's arms, had not st�rred, breath�ng �n the same qu�et way
�n sp�te of the no�se.
"Cather�ne, g�ve me the candle," called out Maheu.
She f�n�shed button�ng her jacket, and carr�ed the candle �nto the
closet, leav�ng her brothers to look for the�r clothes by what l�ght
came through the door. Her father jumped out of bed. She d�d not
stop, but went downsta�rs �n her coarse woollen stock�ngs, feel�ng
her way, and l�ghted another candle �n the parlour, to prepare the
coffee. All the sabots of the fam�ly were beneath the s�deboard.
"W�ll you be st�ll, verm�n?" began Maheu, aga�n, exasperated by
Estelle's cr�es wh�ch st�ll went on.
He was short, l�ke old Bonnemort, and resembled h�m, w�th h�s
strong head, h�s flat, l�v�d face, beneath yellow ha�r cut very short.
The ch�ld screamed more than ever, fr�ghtened by those great
knotted arms wh�ch were held above her.
"Leave her alone; you know that she won't be st�ll," sa�d h�s w�fe,
stretch�ng herself �n the m�ddle of the bed.
She also had just awakened and was compla�n�ng how d�sgust�ng �t
was never to be able to f�n�sh the n�ght. Could they not go away
qu�etly? Bur�ed �n the clothes she only showed her long face w�th
large features of a heavy beauty, already d�sf�gured at th�rty-n�ne by
her l�fe of wretchedness and the seven ch�ldren she had borne. W�th
her eyes on the ce�l�ng she spoke slowly, wh�le her man dressed
h�mself. They both ceased to hear the l�ttle one, who was strangl�ng
herself w�th scream�ng.
"Eh? You know I haven't a penny and th�s �s only Monday: st�ll s�x
days before the fortn�ght's out. Th�s can't go on. You, all of you, only



br�ng �n n�ne francs. How do you expect me to go on? We are ten �n
the house."
"Oh! n�ne francs!" excla�med Maheu. "I and Zachar�e three: that
makes s�x, Cather�ne and the father, two: that makes four: four and
s�x, ten, and Jeanl�n one, that makes eleven."
"Yes, eleven, but there are Sundays and the off-days. Never more
than n�ne, you know."
He d�d not reply, be�ng occup�ed �n look�ng on the ground for h�s
leather belt. Then he sa�d, on gett�ng up:
"Mustn't compla�n. I am sound all the same. There's more than one
at forty-two who are put to the patch�ng."
"Maybe, old man, but that does not g�ve us bread. Where am I to get
�t from, eh? Have you got noth�ng?"
"I've got two coppers."
"Keep them for a half-p�nt. Good Lord! where am I to get �t from? S�x
days! �t w�ll never end. We owe s�xty francs to Ma�grat, who turned
me out of doors day before yesterday. That won't prevent me from
go�ng to see h�m aga�n. But �f he goes on refus�ng——"
And Maheude cont�nued �n her melancholy vo�ce, w�thout mov�ng her
head, only clos�ng her eyes now and then beneath the d�m l�ght of
the candle. She sa�d the cupboard was empty, the l�ttle ones ask�ng
for bread and butter, even the coffee was done, and the water
caused col�c, and the long days passed �n dece�v�ng hunger w�th
bo�led cabbage leaves. L�ttle by l�ttle she had been obl�ged to ra�se
her vo�ce, for Estelle's screams drowned her words. These cr�es
became unbearable. Maheu seemed all at once to hear them, and,
�n a fury, snatched the l�ttle one up from the cradle and threw �t on
the mother's bed, stammer�ng w�th rage:
"Here, take her; I'll do for her! Damn the ch�ld! It wants for noth�ng: �t
sucks, and �t compla�ns louder than all the rest!"
Estelle began, �n fact, to suck. H�dden beneath the clothes and
soothed by the warmth of the bed, her cr�es subs�ded �nto the greedy
l�ttle sound of her l�ps.



"Haven't the P�ola�ne people told you to go and see them?" asked
the father, after a per�od of s�lence.
The mother b�t her l�p w�th an a�r of d�scouraged doubt.
"Yes, they met me; they were carry�ng clothes for poor ch�ldren. Yes,
I'll take Lénore and Henr� to them th�s morn�ng. If they only g�ve me a
few pence!"
There was s�lence aga�n.
Maheu was ready. He rema�ned a moment mot�onless, then added,
�n h�s hollow vo�ce:
"What �s �t that you want? Let th�ngs be, and see about the soup. It's
no good talk�ng, better be at work down below."
"True enough," repl�ed Maheude. "Blow out the candle: I don't need
to see the colour of my thoughts."
He blew out the candle. Zachar�e and Jeanl�n were already go�ng
down; he followed them, and the wooden sta�rcase creaked beneath
the�r heavy feet, clad �n wool. Beh�nd them the closet and the room
were aga�n dark. The ch�ldren slept; even Alz�re's eyel�ds were
closed; but the mother now rema�ned w�th her eyes open �n the
darkness, wh�le, pull�ng at her breast, the pendent breast of an
exhausted woman, Estelle was purr�ng l�ke a k�tten.
Down below, Cather�ne had at f�rst occup�ed herself w�th the f�re,
wh�ch was burn�ng �n the �ron grate, flanked by two ovens. The
Company d�str�buted every month, to each fam�ly, e�ght hectol�tres of
a hard slaty coal, gathered �n the passages. It burnt slowly, and the
young g�rl, who p�led up the f�re every n�ght, only had to st�r �t �n the
morn�ng, add�ng a few fragments of soft coal, carefully p�cked out.
Then, after hav�ng placed a kettle on the grate, she sat down before
the s�deboard.
It was a fa�rly large room, occupy�ng all the ground floor, pa�nted an
apple green, and of Flem�sh cleanl�ness, w�th �ts flags well washed
and covered w�th wh�te sand. Bes�des the s�deboard of varn�shed
deal the furn�ture cons�sted of a table and cha�rs of the same wood.
Stuck on to the walls were some v�olently-coloured pr�nts, portra�ts of



the Emperor and the Empress, g�ven by the Company, of sold�ers
and of sa�nts speckled w�th gold, contrast�ng crudely w�th the s�mple
nud�ty of the room; and there was no other ornament except a box of
rose-coloured pasteboard on the s�deboard, and the clock w�th �ts
daubed face and loud t�ck-tack, wh�ch seemed to f�ll the empt�ness of
the place. Near the sta�rcase door another door led to the cellar. In
sp�te of the cleanl�ness, an odour of cooked on�on, shut up s�nce the
n�ght before, po�soned the hot, heavy a�r, always laden w�th an acr�d
flavour of coal.
Cather�ne, �n front of the s�deboard, was reflect�ng. There only
rema�ned the end of a loaf, cheese �n fa�r abundance, but hardly a
morsel of butter; and she had to prov�de bread and butter for four. At
last she dec�ded, cut the sl�ces, took one and covered �t w�th cheese,
spread another w�th butter, and stuck them together; that was the
"br�ck," the bread-and-butter sandw�ch taken to the p�t every
morn�ng. The four br�cks were soon on the table, �n a row, cut w�th
severe just�ce, from the b�g one for the father down to the l�ttle one
for Jeanl�n.
Cather�ne, who appeared absorbed �n her household dut�es, must,
however, have been th�nk�ng of the stor�es told by Zachar�e about the
head capta�n and the P�erron woman, for she half opened the front
door and glanced outs�de. The w�nd was st�ll wh�stl�ng. There were
numerous spots of l�ght on the low fronts of the settlement, from
wh�ch arose a vague tremor of awaken�ng. Already doors were be�ng
closed, and black f�les of workers passed �nto the n�ght. It was stup�d
of her to get cold, s�nce the porter at the p�t-eye was certa�nly asleep,
wa�t�ng to take h�s dut�es at s�x. Yet she rema�ned and looked at the
house on the other s�de of the gardens. The door opened, and her
cur�os�ty was aroused. But �t could only be one of the l�ttle P�errons,
Lyd�e, sett�ng out for the p�t.
The h�ss�ng sound of steam made her turn. She shut the door, and
hastened back; the water was bo�l�ng over, and putt�ng out the f�re.
There was no more coffee. She had to be content to add the water to
last n�ght's dregs; then she sugared the coffee-pot w�th brown sugar.
At that moment her father and two brothers came downsta�rs.



"Fa�th!" excla�med Zachar�e, when he had put h�s nose �nto h�s bowl,
"here's someth�ng that won't get �nto our heads."
Maheu shrugged h�s shoulders w�th an a�r of res�gnat�on.
"Bah! It's hot! It's good all the same."
Jeanl�n had gathered up the fragments of bread and made a sop of
them. After hav�ng drunk, Cather�ne f�n�shed by empty�ng the coffee-
pot �nto the t�n-jacks. All four, stand�ng up �n the smoky l�ght of the
candle, swallowed the�r meals hast�ly.
"Are we at the end?" sa�d the father; "one would say we were people
of property."
But a vo�ce came from the sta�rcase, of wh�ch they had left the door
open. It was Maheude, who called out:
"Take all the bread: I have some verm�cell� for the ch�ldren."
"Yes, yes," repl�ed Cather�ne.
She had p�led up the f�re, wedg�ng the pot that held the rema�ns of
the soup �nto a corner of the grate, so that the grandfather m�ght f�nd
�t warm when he came �n at s�x. Each took h�s sabots from under the
s�deboard, passed the str�ngs of h�s t�n over h�s shoulder and placed
h�s br�ck at h�s back, between sh�rt and jacket. And they went out,
the men f�rst, the g�rl, who came last, blow�ng out the candle and
turn�ng the key. The house became dark aga�n.
"Ah! we're off together," sa�d a man who was clos�ng the door of the
next house.
It was Levaque, w�th h�s son Bébert, an urch�n of twelve, a great
fr�end of Jeanl�n's. Cather�ne, �n surpr�se, st�fled a laugh �n Zachar�e's
ear:
"Why! Bouteloup d�dn't even wa�t unt�l the husband had gone!"
Now the l�ghts �n the settlement were ext�ngu�shed, and the last door
banged. All aga�n fell asleep; the women and the l�ttle ones resum�ng
the�r slumber �n the m�dst of w�der beds. And from the ext�ngu�shed
v�llage to the roar�ng Voreux a slow f�l�ng of shadows took place
beneath the squalls, the departure of the coll�ers to the�r work,



bend�ng the�r shoulders and �ncommoded by the�r arms, crossed on
the�r breasts, wh�le the br�ck beh�nd formed a hump on each back.
Clothed �n the�r th�n jackets they sh�vered w�th cold, but w�thout
hasten�ng, straggl�ng along the road w�th the tramp of a flock.

CHAPTER III

Ét�enne had at last descended from the platform and entered the
Voreux; he spoke to men whom he met, ask�ng �f there was work to
be had, but all shook the�r heads, tell�ng h�m to wa�t for the capta�n.
They left h�m free to roam through the �ll-l�ghted bu�ld�ngs, full of
black holes, confus�ng w�th the�r compl�cated stor�es and rooms.
After hav�ng mounted a dark and half-destroyed sta�rcase, he found
h�mself on a shaky foot-br�dge; then he crossed the screen�ng-shed,
wh�ch was plunged �n such profound darkness that he walked w�th
h�s hands before h�m for protect�on. Suddenly two enormous yellow
eyes p�erced the darkness �n front of h�m. He was beneath the p�t-
frame �n the rece�v�ng-room, at the very mouth of the shaft.
A capta�n, Father R�chomme, a b�g man w�th the face of a good-
natured gendarme, and w�th a stra�ght grey moustache, was at that
moment go�ng towards the rece�ver's off�ce.
"Do they want a hand here for any k�nd of work?" asked Ét�enne
aga�n.
R�chomme was about to say no, but he changed h�s m�nd and
repl�ed l�ke the others, as he went away:
"Wa�t for Mons�eur Dansaert, the head capta�n."
Four lanterns were placed there, and the reflectors wh�ch threw all
the l�ght on to the shaft v�v�dly �llum�nated the �ron ra�l, the levers of
the s�gnals and bars, the jo�sts of the gu�des along wh�ch sl�d the two
cages. The rest of the vast room, l�ke the nave of a church, was
obscure, and peopled by great float�ng shadows. Only the lamp-
cab�n shone at the far end, wh�le �n the rece�ver's off�ce a small lamp



looked l�ke a fad�ng star. Work was about to be resumed, and on the
�ron pavement there was a cont�nual thunder, trams of coal be�ng
wheeled w�thout ceas�ng, wh�le the landers, w�th the�r long, bent
backs, could be d�st�ngu�shed am�d the movement of all these black
and no�sy th�ngs, �n perpetual ag�tat�on.
For a moment Ét�enne stood mot�onless, deafened and bl�nded. He
felt frozen by the currents of a�r wh�ch entered from every s�de. Then
he moved on a few paces, attracted by the w�nd�ng eng�ne, of wh�ch
he could now see the gl�sten�ng steel and copper. It was twenty-f�ve
metres beyond the shaft, �n a loft�er chamber, and placed so sol�dly
on �ts br�ck foundat�on that though �t worked at full speed, w�th all �ts
four hundred horse power, the movement of �ts enormous crank,
emerg�ng and plung�ng w�th o�ly softness, �mparted no qu�ver to the
walls. The eng�ne-man, stand�ng at h�s post, l�stened to the r�ng�ng of
the s�gnals, and h�s eye never moved from the �nd�cator where the
shaft was f�gured, w�th �ts d�fferent levels, by a vert�cal groove
traversed by shot hang�ng to str�ngs, wh�ch represented the cages;
and at each departure, when the mach�ne was put �n mot�on, the
drums—two �mmense wheels, f�ve metres �n rad�us, by means of
wh�ch the two steel cables were rolled and unrolled—turned w�th
such rap�d�ty that they became l�ke grey powder.
"Look out, there!" cr�ed three landers, who were dragg�ng an
�mmense ladder.
Ét�enne just escaped be�ng crushed; h�s eyes were soon more at
home, and he watched the cables mov�ng �n the a�r, more than th�rty
metres of steel r�bbon, wh�ch flew up �nto the p�t-frame where they
passed over pulleys to descend perpend�cularly �nto the shaft, where
they were attached to the cages. An �ron frame, l�ke the h�gh
scaffold�ng of a belfry, supported the pulleys. It was l�ke the gl�d�ng of
a b�rd, no�seless, w�thout a jar, th�s rap�d fl�ght, the cont�nual come
and go of a thread of enormous we�ght, capable of l�ft�ng twelve
thousand k�lograms at the rate of ten metres a second.
"Attent�on there, for God's sake!" cr�ed aga�n the landers, push�ng
the ladder to the other s�de �n order to cl�mb to the left-hand rowel.
Slowly Ét�enne returned to the rece�v�ng-room. Th�s g�ant fl�ght over



h�s head took away h�s breath. Sh�ver�ng �n the currents of a�r, he
watched the movement of the cages, h�s ears deafened by the
rumbl�ngs of the trams. Near the shaft the s�gnal was work�ng, a
heavy-levered hammer drawn by a cord from below and allowed to
str�ke aga�nst a block. One blow to stop, two to go down, three to go
up; �t was unceas�ng, l�ke blows of a club dom�nat�ng the tumult,
accompan�ed by the clear sound of the bell; wh�le the lander,
d�rect�ng the work, �ncreased the no�se st�ll more by shout�ng orders
to the eng�ne-man through a trumpet. The cages �n the m�ddle of the
clear space appeared and d�sappeared, were f�lled and empt�ed,
w�thout Ét�enne be�ng at all able to understand the compl�cated
proceed�ng.
He only understood one th�ng well: the shaft swallowed men by
mouthfuls of twenty or th�rty, and w�th so easy a gulp that �t seemed
to feel noth�ng go down. S�nce four o'clock the descent of the
workmen had been go�ng on. They came to the shed w�th naked feet
and the�r lamps �n the�r hands, wa�t�ng �n l�ttle groups unt�l a suff�c�ent
number had arr�ved. W�thout a sound, w�th the soft bound of a
nocturnal beast, the �ron cage arose from the n�ght, wedged �tself on
the bolts w�th �ts four decks, each conta�n�ng two trams full of coal.
Landers on d�fferent platforms took out the trams and replaced them
by others, e�ther empty or already laden w�th tr�mmed wooden props;
and �t was �nto the empty trams that the workmen crowded, f�ve at a
t�me, up to forty. When they f�lled all the compartments, an order
came from the trumpet—a hollow �nd�st�nct roar—wh�le the s�gnal
cord was pulled four t�mes from below, "r�ng�ng meat," to g�ve
warn�ng of th�s burden of human flesh. Then, after a sl�ght leap, the
cage plunged s�lently, fall�ng l�ke a stone, only leav�ng beh�nd �t the
v�brat�ng fl�ght of a cable.
"Is �t deep?" asked Ét�enne of a m�ner, who wa�ted near h�m w�th a
sleepy a�r.
"F�ve hundred and f�fty-four metres," repl�ed the man. "But there are
four levels, the f�rst at three hundred and twenty." Both were s�lent,
w�th the�r eyes on the return�ng cable. Ét�enne sa�d aga�n:
"And �f �t breaks?"



"Ah! �f �t breaks——"
The m�ner ended w�th a gesture. H�s turn had arr�ved; the cage had
reappeared w�th �ts easy, unfat�gued movement. He squatted �n �t
w�th some comrades; �t plunged down, then flew up aga�n �n less
then four m�nutes to swallow down another load of men. For half an
hour the shaft went on devour�ng �n th�s fash�on, w�th more or less
greedy gulps, accord�ng to the depth of the level to wh�ch the men
went down, but w�thout stopp�ng, always hungry, w�th �ts g�ant
�ntest�nes capable of d�gest�ng a nat�on. It went on f�ll�ng and st�ll
f�ll�ng, and the darkness rema�ned dead. The cage mounted from the
vo�d w�th the same vorac�ous s�lence.
Ét�enne was at last se�zed aga�n by the same depress�on wh�ch he
had exper�enced on the p�t bank. What was the good of pers�st�ng?
Th�s head capta�n would send h�m off l�ke the others. A vague fear
suddenly dec�ded h�m: he went away, only stopp�ng before the
bu�ld�ng of the eng�ne room. The w�de-open door showed seven
bo�lers w�th two furnaces. In the m�dst of the wh�te steam and the
wh�stl�ng of the escapes a stoker was occup�ed �n p�l�ng up one of
the furnaces, the heat of wh�ch could be felt as far as the threshold;
and the young man was approach�ng, glad of the warmth, when he
met a new band of coll�ers who had just arr�ved at the p�t. It was the
Maheu and Levaque set. When he saw Cather�ne at the head, w�th
her gentle boy�sh a�r, a superst�t�ous �dea caused h�m to r�sk another
quest�on.
"I say there, mate! do they want a hand here for any k�nd of work?"
She looked at h�m surpr�sed, rather fr�ghtened at th�s sudden vo�ce
com�ng out of the shadow. But Maheu, beh�nd her, had heard and
repl�ed, talk�ng w�th Ét�enne for a moment. No, no one was wanted.
Th�s poor dev�l of a man who had lost h�s way here �nterested h�m.
When he left h�m he sa�d to the others:
"Eh! one m�ght eas�ly be l�ke that. Mustn't compla�n: every one hasn't
the chance to work h�mself to death."
The band entered and went stra�ght to the shed, a vast hall roughly
boarded and surrounded by cupboards shut by padlocks. In the



centre an �ron f�replace, a sort of closed stove w�thout a door, glowed
red and was so stuffed w�th burn�ng coal that fragments flew out and
rolled on to the trodden so�l. The hall was only l�ghted by th�s stove,
from wh�ch sangu�ne reflect�ons danced along the greasy woodwork
up to the ce�l�ng, sta�ned w�th black dust. As the Maheus went �nto
the heat there was a sound of laughter. Some th�rty workmen were
stand�ng upr�ght w�th the�r backs to the f�re, roast�ng themselves w�th
an a�r of enjoyment. Before go�ng down, they all came here to get a
l�ttle warmth �n the�r sk�ns, so that they could face the dampness of
the p�t. But th�s morn�ng there was much amusement: they were
jok�ng Mouquette, a putter g�rl of e�ghteen, whose enormous breasts
and flanks were burst�ng through her old jacket and breeches. She
l�ved at Réqu�llart w�th her father old Mouque, a groom, and
Mouquet, her brother, a lander; but the�r hours of work were not the
same; she went to the p�t by herself, and �n the m�ddle of the
wheatf�elds �n summer, or aga�nst a wall �n w�nter, she took her
pleasure w�th her lover of the week. All �n the m�ne had the�r turn; �t
was a perpetual round of comrades w�thout further consequences.
One day, when reproached about a March�ennes na�l-maker, she
was fur�ously angry, excla�m�ng that she respected herself far too
much, that she would cut her arm off �f any one could boast that he
had seen her w�th any one but a coll�er.
"It �sn't that b�g Chaval now?" sa�d a m�ner gr�nn�ng; "d�d that l�ttle
fellow have you? he must have needed a ladder. I saw you beh�nd
Réqu�llart, a token that he got up on a m�lestone."
"Well," repl�ed Mouquette, �n a good humour, "what's that to do w�th
you? You were not asked to push."
And th�s gross good-natured joke �ncreased the laughter of the men,
who expanded the�r shoulders, half cooked by the stove, wh�le she
herself, shaken by laughter, was d�splay�ng �n the m�dst of them the
�ndecency of her costume, embarrass�ngly com�cal, w�th her masses
of flesh exaggerated almost to d�sease.
But the ga�ety ceased; Mouquette told Maheu that Fleurance, b�g
Fleurance, would never come aga�n; she had been found the n�ght
before st�ff �n her bed; some sa�d �t was her heart, others that �t was



a p�nt of g�n she had drunk too qu�ckly. And Maheu was �n despa�r;
another p�ece of �ll-luck; one of the best of h�s putters gone w�thout
any chance of replac�ng her at once. He was work�ng �n a set; there
were four p�kemen assoc�ated �n h�s cutt�ng, h�mself, Zachar�e,
Levaque, and Chaval. If they had Cather�ne alone to wheel, the work
would suffer.
Suddenly he called out:
"I have �t! there was that man look�ng for work!"
At that moment Dansaert passed before the shed. Maheu told h�m
the story, and asked for h�s author�ty to engage the man; he
emphas�zed the des�re of the Company to subst�tute men for women,
as at Anz�n. The head capta�n sm�led at f�rst; for the scheme of
exclud�ng women from the p�t was not usually well rece�ved by the
m�ners, who were troubled about plac�ng the�r daughters, and not
much affected by quest�ons of moral�ty and health. But after some
hes�tat�on he gave h�s perm�ss�on, reserv�ng �ts rat�f�cat�on for
Mons�eur Négrel, the eng�neer.
"All very well!" excla�med Zachar�e; "the man must be away by th�s
t�me."
"No," sa�d Cather�ne. "I saw h�m stop at the bo�lers."
"After h�m, then, lazy," cr�ed Maheu.
The young g�rl ran forward; wh�le a crowd of m�ners proceeded to the
shaft, y�eld�ng the f�re to others.
Jeanl�n, w�thout wa�t�ng for h�s father, went also to take h�s lamp,
together w�th Bébert, a b�g, stup�d boy, and Lyd�e, a small ch�ld of
ten. Mouquette, who was �n front of them, called out �n the black
passage they were d�rty brats, and threatened to box the�r ears �f
they p�nched her.
Ét�enne was, �n fact, �n the bo�ler bu�ld�ng, talk�ng w�th a stoker, who
was charg�ng the furnaces w�th coal. He felt very cold at the thought
of the n�ght �nto wh�ch he must return. But he was dec�d�ng to set
out, when he felt a hand placed on h�s shoulder.
"Come," sa�d Cather�ne; "there's someth�ng for you."



At f�rst he could not understand. Then he felt a spasm of joy, and
v�gorously squeezed the young g�rl's hands.
"Thanks, mate. Ah! you're a good chap, you are!"
She began to laugh, look�ng at h�m �n the red l�ght of the furnaces,
wh�ch l�t them up. It amused her that he should take her for a boy,
st�ll slender, w�th her knot of ha�r h�dden beneath the cap. He also
was laugh�ng, w�th sat�sfact�on, and they rema�ned, for a moment,
both laugh�ng �n each other's faces w�th rad�ant cheeks.
Maheu, squatt�ng down before h�s box �n the shed, was tak�ng off h�s
sabots and h�s coarse woollen stock�ngs. When Ét�enne arr�ved
everyth�ng was settled �n three or four words: th�rty sous a day, hard
work, but work that he would eas�ly learn. The p�keman adv�sed h�m
to keep h�s shoes, and lent h�m an old cap, a leather hat for the
protect�on of h�s skull, a precaut�on wh�ch the father and h�s ch�ldren
d�sda�ned. The tools were taken out of the chest, where also was
found Fleurance's shovel. Then, when Maheu had shut up the�r
sabots, the�r stock�ngs, as well as Ét�enne's bundle, he suddenly
became �mpat�ent.
"What �s that lazy Chaval up to? Another g�rl g�ven a tumble on a p�le
of stones? We are half an hour late to-day."
Zachar�e and Levaque were qu�etly roast�ng the�r shoulders. The
former sa�d at last:
"Is �t Chaval you're wa�t�ng for? He came before us, and went down
at once."
"What! you knew that, and sa�d noth�ng? Come, come, look sharp!"
Cather�ne, who was warm�ng her hands, had to follow the band.
Ét�enne allowed her to pass, and went beh�nd her. Aga�n he
journeyed through a maze of sta�rcases and obscure corr�dors �n
wh�ch the�r naked feet produced the soft sound of old sl�ppers. But
the lamp-cab�n was gl�tter�ng—a glass house, full of hooks �n rows,
hold�ng hundreds of Davy lamps, exam�ned and washed the n�ght
before, and l�ghted l�ke candles �n a mortuary chapel. At the barr�er
each workman took h�s own, stamped w�th h�s number; then he
exam�ned �t and shut �t h�mself, wh�le the marker, seated at a table,



�nscr�bed on the reg�sters the hour of descent. Maheu had to
�ntervene to obta�n a lamp for h�s new putter, and there was st�ll
another precaut�on: the workers def�led before an exam�ner, who
assured h�mself that all the lamps were properly closed.
"Golly! It's not warm here," murmured Cather�ne, sh�ver�ng.
Ét�enne contented h�mself w�th nodd�ng h�s head. He was �n front of
the shaft, �n the m�dst of a vast hall swept by currents of a�r. He
certa�nly cons�dered h�mself brave, but he felt a d�sagreeable
emot�on at h�s chest am�d th�s thunder of trams, the hollow blows of
the s�gnals, the st�fled howl�ng of the trumpet, the cont�nual fl�ght of
those cables, unrolled and rolled at full speed by the drums of the
eng�ne. The cages rose and sank w�th the gl�d�ng movement of a
nocturnal beast, always engulf�ng men, whom the throat of the hole
seemed to dr�nk. It was h�s turn now. He felt very cold, and
preserved a nervous s�lence wh�ch made Zachar�e and Levaque
gr�n; for both of them d�sapproved of the h�r�ng of th�s unknown man,
espec�ally Levaque, who was offended that he had not been
consulted. So Cather�ne was glad to hear her father expla�n th�ngs to
the young man.
"Look! above the cage there �s a parachute w�th �ron grapnels to
catch �nto the gu�des �n case of breakage. Does �t work? Oh, not
always. Yes, the shaft �s d�v�ded �nto three compartments, closed by
plank�ng from top to bottom; �n the m�ddle the cages, on the left the
passage for the ladders——"
But he �nterrupted h�mself to grumble, though tak�ng care not to ra�se
h�s vo�ce much.
"What are we stuck here for, blast �t? What r�ght have they to freeze
us �n th�s way?"
The capta�n, R�chomme, who was go�ng down h�mself, w�th h�s
naked lamp f�xed by a na�l �nto the leather of h�s cap, heard h�m.
"Careful! Look out for ears," he murmured paternally, as an old m�ner
w�th a affect�onate feel�ng for comrades. "Workmen must do what
they can. Hold on! here we are; get �n w�th your fellows."



The cage, prov�ded w�th �ron bands and a small-meshed latt�ce work,
was �n fact awa�t�ng them on the bars. Maheu, Zachar�e, and
Cather�ne sl�d �nto a tram below, and as all f�ve had to enter, Ét�enne
�n h�s turn went �n, but the good places were taken; he had to
squeeze h�mself near the young g�rl, whose elbow pressed �nto h�s
belly. H�s lamp embarrassed h�m; they adv�sed h�m to fasten �t to the
button-hole of h�s jacket. Not hear�ng, he awkwardly kept �t �n h�s
hand. The embarkat�on cont�nued, above and below, a confused
pack�ng of cattle. They d�d not, however, set out. What, then, was
happen�ng? It seemed to h�m that h�s �mpat�ence lasted for many
m�nutes. At last he felt a shock, and the l�ght grew d�m, everyth�ng
around h�m seemed to fly, wh�le he exper�enced the d�zzy anx�ety of
a fall contract�ng h�s bowels. Th�s lasted as long as he could see
l�ght, through the two recept�on stor�es, �n the m�dst of the wh�rl�ng by
of the scaffold�ng. Then, hav�ng fallen �nto the blackness of the p�t,
he became stunned, no longer hav�ng any clear percept�on of h�s
sensat�ons.
"Now we are off," sa�d Maheu qu�etly.
They were all at the�r ease. He asked h�mself at t�mes �f he was
go�ng up or down. Now and then, when the cage went stra�ght
w�thout touch�ng the gu�des, there seemed to be no mot�on, but
rough shocks were afterwards produced, a sort of danc�ng am�d the
jo�sts, wh�ch made h�m fear a catastrophe. For the rest he could not
d�st�ngu�sh the walls of the shaft beh�nd the latt�ce work, to wh�ch he
pressed h�s face. The lamps feebly l�ghted the mass of bod�es at h�s
feet. Only the capta�n's naked l�ght, �n the ne�ghbour�ng tram, shone
l�ke a l�ghthouse.
"Th�s �s four metres �n d�ameter," cont�nued Maheu, to �nstruct h�m.
"The tubb�ng wants do�ng over aga�n, for the water comes �n
everywhere. Stop! we are reach�ng the bottom: do you hear?"
Ét�enne was, �n fact, now ask�ng h�mself the mean�ng of th�s no�se of
fall�ng ra�n. A few large drops had at f�rst sounded on the roof of the
cage, l�ke the beg�nn�ng of a shower, and now the ra�n �ncreased,
stream�ng down, becom�ng at last a deluge. The roof must be full of
holes, for a thread of water was flow�ng on to h�s shoulder and



wett�ng h�m to the sk�n. The cold became �cy and they were bur�ed �n
black hum�d�ty, when they passed through a sudden flash of l�ght, the
v�s�on of a cavern �n wh�ch men were mov�ng. But already they had
fallen back �nto darkness.
Maheu sa�d:
"That �s the f�rst ma�n level. We are at three hundred and twenty
metres. See the speed."
Ra�s�ng h�s lamp he l�ghted up a jo�st of the gu�des wh�ch fled by l�ke
a ra�l beneath a tra�n go�ng at full speed; and beyond, as before,
noth�ng could be seen. They passed three other levels �n flashes of
l�ght. The deafen�ng ra�n cont�nued to str�ke through the darkness.
"How deep �t �s!" murmured Ét�enne.
Th�s fall seemed to last for hours. He was suffer�ng for the cramped
pos�t�on he had taken, not dar�ng to move, and espec�ally tortured by
Cather�ne's elbow. She d�d not speak a word; he only felt her aga�nst
h�m and �t warmed h�m. When the cage at last stopped at the bottom,
at f�ve hundred and f�fty-four metres, he was aston�shed to learn that
the descent had lasted exactly one m�nute. But the no�se of the bolts
f�x�ng themselves, the sensat�on of sol�d�ty beneath, suddenly
cheered h�m; and he was jok�ng when he sa�d to Cather�ne:
"What have you got under your sk�n to be so warm? I've got your
elbow �n my belly, sure enough."
Then she also burst out laugh�ng. Stup�d of h�m, st�ll to take her for a
boy! Were h�s eyes out?
"It's �n your eye that you've got my elbow!" she repl�ed, �n the m�dst
of a storm of laughter wh�ch the aston�shed young man could not
account for.
The cage vo�ded �ts burden of workers, who crossed the p�t-eye hall,
a chamber cut �n the rock, vaulted w�th masonry, and l�ghted up by
three large lamps. Over the �ron floor�ng the porters were v�olently
roll�ng laden trams. A cavernous odour exhaled from the walls, a
freshness of saltpetre �n wh�ch m�ngled hot breaths from the
ne�ghbour�ng stable. The open�ngs of four galler�es yawned here.



"Th�s way," sa�d Maheu to Ét�enne. "You're not there yet. It �s st�ll two
k�lometres."
The workmen separated, and were lost �n groups �n the depths of
these black holes. Some f�fteen went off �nto that on the left, and
Ét�enne walked last, beh�nd Maheu, who was preceded by
Cather�ne, Zachar�e, and Levaque. It was a large gallery for wagons,
through a bed of sol�d rock, wh�ch had only needed wall�ng here and
there. In s�ngle f�le they st�ll went on w�thout a word, by the t�ny flame
of the lamps. The young man stumbled at every step, and entangled
h�s feet �n the ra�ls. For a moment a hollow sound d�sturbed h�m, the
sound of a d�stant storm, the v�olence of wh�ch seemed to �ncrease
and to come from the bowels of the earth. Was �t the thunder of a
landsl�p br�ng�ng on to the�r heads the enormous mass wh�ch
separated them from the l�ght? A gleam p�erced the n�ght, he felt the
rock tremble, and when he had placed h�mself close to the wall, l�ke
h�s comrades, he saw a large wh�te horse close to h�s face,
harnessed to a tra�n of wagons. On the f�rst, and hold�ng the re�ns,
was seated Bébert, wh�le Jeanl�n, w�th h�s hands lean�ng on the edge
of the last, was runn�ng barefooted beh�nd.
They aga�n began the�r walk. Farther on they reached crossways,
where two new galler�es opened, and the band d�v�ded aga�n, the
workers gradually enter�ng all the stalls of the m�ne.
Now the wagon-gallery was constructed of wood; props of t�mber
supported the roof, and made for the crumbly rock a screen of
scaffold�ng, beh�nd wh�ch one could see the plates of sch�st
gl�mmer�ng w�th m�ca, and the coarse masses of dull, rough
sandstone. Tra�ns of tubs, full or empty, cont�nually passed, cross�ng
each other w�th the�r thunder, borne �nto the shadow by vague
beasts trott�ng by l�ke phantoms. On the double way of a shunt�ng
l�ne a long, black serpent slept, a tra�n at standst�ll, w�th a snort�ng
horse, whose crupper looked l�ke a block fallen from the roof. Doors
for vent�lat�on were slowly open�ng and shutt�ng. And as they
advanced the gallery became more narrow and lower, and the roof
�rregular, forc�ng them to bend the�r backs constantly.



Ét�enne struck h�s head hard; w�thout h�s leather cap he would have
broken h�s skull. However, he attent�vely followed the sl�ghtest
gestures of Maheu, whose sombre prof�le was seen aga�nst the
gl�mmer of the lamps. None of the workmen knocked themselves;
they ev�dently knew each boss, each knot of wood or swell�ng �n the
rock. The young man also suffered from the sl�ppery so�l, wh�ch
became damper and damper. At t�mes he went through actual
puddles, only revealed by the muddy splash of h�s feet. But what
espec�ally aston�shed h�m were the sudden changes of temperature.
At the bottom of the shaft �t was very ch�lly, and �n the wagon-gallery,
through wh�ch all the a�r of the m�ne passed, an �cy breeze was
blow�ng, w�th the v�olence of a tempest, between the narrow walls.
Afterwards, as they penetrated more deeply along other passages
wh�ch only rece�ved a meagre share of a�r, the w�nd fell and the heat
�ncreased, a suffocat�ng heat as heavy as lead.
Maheu had not aga�n opened h�s mouth. He turned down another
gallery to the r�ght, s�mply say�ng to Ét�enne, w�thout look�ng round:
"The Gu�llaume seam."
It was the seam wh�ch conta�ned the�r cutt�ng. At the f�rst step,
Ét�enne hurt h�s head and elbows. The slop�ng roof descended so
low that, for twenty or th�rty metres at a t�me, he had to walk bent
double. The water came up to h�s ankles. After two hundred metres
of th�s, he saw Levaque, Zachar�e, and Cather�ne d�sappear, as
though they had flown through a narrow f�ssure wh�ch was open �n
front of h�m.
"We must cl�mb," sa�d Maheu. "Fasten your lamp to a button-hole
and hang on to the wood." He h�mself d�sappeared, and Ét�enne had
to follow h�m. Th�s ch�mney-passage left �n the seam was reserved
for m�ners, and led to all the secondary passages. It was about the
th�ckness of the coal-bed, hardly s�xty cent�metres. Fortunately the
young man was th�n, for, as he was st�ll awkward, he ho�sted h�mself
up w�th a useless expense of muscle, flatten�ng h�s shoulders and
h�ps, advanc�ng by the strength of h�s wr�sts, cl�ng�ng to the planks.
F�fteen metres h�gher they came on the f�rst secondary passage, but
they had to cont�nue, as the cutt�ng of Maheu and h�s mates was �n



the s�xth passage, �n hell, as they sa�d; every f�fteen metres the
passages were placed over each other �n never-end�ng success�on
through th�s cleft, wh�ch scraped back and chest. Ét�enne groaned as
�f the we�ght of the rocks had pounded h�s l�mbs; w�th torn hands and
bru�sed legs, he also suffered from lack of a�r, so that he seemed to
feel the blood burst�ng through h�s sk�n. He vaguely saw �n one
passage two squatt�ng beasts, a b�g one and a l�ttle one, push�ng
trams: they were Lyd�e and Mouquette already at work. And he had
st�ll to cl�mb the he�ght of two cutt�ngs! He was bl�nded by sweat, and
he despa�red of catch�ng up the others, whose ag�le l�mbs he heard
brush�ng aga�nst the rock w�th a long gl�d�ng movement.



"Cheer up! here we are!" sa�d Cather�ne's vo�ce.
He had, �n fact, arr�ved, and another vo�ce cr�ed from the bottom of
the cutt�ng:
"Well, �s th�s the way to treat people? I have two k�lometres to walk
from Montsou and I am here f�rst." It was Chaval, a tall, lean, bony
fellow of twenty-f�ve, w�th strongly marked features, who was �n a
bad humour at hav�ng to wa�t. When he saw Ét�enne he asked, w�th
contemptuous surpr�se:
"What's that?"
And when Maheu had told h�m the story he added between h�s teeth:
"These men are eat�ng the bread of g�rls."
The two men exchanged a look, l�ghted up by one of those
�nst�nct�ve hatreds wh�ch suddenly flame up. Ét�enne had felt the
�nsult w�thout yet understand�ng �t. There was s�lence, and they got
to work. At last all the seams were gradually f�lled, and the cutt�ngs
were �n movement at every level and at the end of every passage.
The devour�ng shaft had swallowed �ts da�ly rat�on of men: nearly
seven hundred hands, who were now at work �n th�s g�ant ant-h�ll,
everywhere mak�ng holes �n the earth, dr�ll�ng �t l�ke an old worm-
eaten p�ece of wood. And �n the m�ddle of the heavy s�lence and
crush�ng we�ght of the strata one could hear, by plac�ng one's ear to
the rock, the movement of these human �nsects at work, from the
fl�ght of the cable wh�ch moved the cage up and down, to the b�t�ng
of the tools cutt�ng out the coal at the end of the stalls. Ét�enne, on
turn�ng round, found h�mself aga�n pressed close to Cather�ne. But
th�s t�me he caught a gl�mpse of the develop�ng curves of her breast:
he suddenly understood the warmth wh�ch had penetrated h�m.
"You are a g�rl, then!" he excla�med, stupef�ed.
She repl�ed �n her cheerful way, w�thout blush�ng:
"Of course. You've taken your t�me to f�nd �t out!"



CHAPTER IV

The four p�kemen had spread themselves one above the other over
the whole face of the cutt�ng. Separated by planks, hooked on to
reta�n the fallen coal, they each occup�ed about four metres of the
seam, and th�s seam was so th�n, scarcely more than f�fty
cent�metres th�ck at th�s spot, that they seemed to be flattened
between the roof and the wall, dragg�ng themselves along by the�r
knees and elbows, and unable to turn w�thout crush�ng the�r
shoulders. In order to attack the coal, they had to l�e on the�r s�des
w�th the�r necks tw�sted and arms ra�sed, brand�sh�ng, �n a slop�ng
d�rect�on, the�r short-handled p�cks.
Below there was, f�rst, Zachar�e; Levaque and Chaval were on the
stages above, and at the very top was Maheu. Each worked at the
slaty bed, wh�ch he dug out w�th blows of the p�ck; then he made two
vert�cal cutt�ngs �n the bed and detached the block by bury�ng an �ron
wedge �n �ts upper part. The coal was r�ch; the block broke and rolled
�n fragments along the�r bell�es and th�ghs. When these fragments,
reta�ned by the plank, had collected round them, the p�kemen
d�sappeared, bur�ed �n the narrow cleft.
Maheu suffered most. At the top the temperature rose to th�rty-f�ve
degrees, and the a�r was stagnant, so that �n the long run �t became
lethal. In order to see, he had been obl�ged to f�x h�s lamp to a na�l
near h�s head, and th�s lamp, close to h�s skull, st�ll further heated h�s
blood. But h�s torment was espec�ally aggravated by the mo�sture.
The rock above h�m, a few cent�metres from h�s face, streamed w�th
water, wh�ch fell �n large cont�nuous rap�d drops w�th a sort of
obst�nate rhythm, always at the same spot. It was va�n for h�m to
tw�st h�s head or bend back h�s neck. They fell on h�s face, dropp�ng
unceas�ngly. In a quarter of an hour he was soaked, and at the same
t�me covered w�th sweat, smok�ng as w�th the hot steam of a laundry.
Th�s morn�ng a drop beat�ng upon h�s eye made h�m swear. He
would not leave h�s p�ck�ng, he dealt great strokes wh�ch shook h�m
v�olently between the two rocks, l�ke a fly caught between two leaves
of a book and �n danger of be�ng completely flattened.



Not a word was exchanged. They all hammered; one only heard
these �rregular blows, wh�ch seemed ve�led and remote. The sounds
had a sonorous hoarseness, w�thout any echo �n the dead a�r. And �t
seemed that the darkness was an unknown blackness, th�ckened by
the float�ng coal dust, made heavy by the gas wh�ch we�ghed on the
eyes. The w�cks of the lamps beneath the�r caps of metall�c t�ssue
only showed as redd�sh po�nts. One could d�st�ngu�sh noth�ng. The
cutt�ng opened out above l�ke a large ch�mney, flat and obl�que, �n
wh�ch the soot of ten years had amassed a profound n�ght. Spectral
f�gures were mov�ng �n �t, the gleams of l�ght enabled one to catch a
gl�mpse of a rounded h�p, a knotty arm, a v�gorous head, besmeared
as �f for a cr�me. Somet�mes, blocks of coal shone suddenly as they
became detached, �llum�nated by a crystall�ne reflect�on. Then
everyth�ng fell back �nto darkness, p�ckaxes struck great hollow
blows; one only heard pant�ng chests, the grunt�ng of d�scomfort and
wear�ness beneath the we�ght of the a�r and the ra�n of the spr�ngs.
Zachar�e, w�th arms weakened by a spree of the n�ght before, soon
left h�s work on the pretence that more t�mber�ng was necessary.
Th�s allowed h�m to forget h�mself �n qu�et wh�stl�ng, h�s eyes vaguely
rest�ng �n the shade. Beh�nd the p�kemen nearly three metres of the
seam were clear, and they had not yet taken the precaut�on of
support�ng the rock, hav�ng grown careless of danger and m�serly of
the�r t�me.
"Here, you swell," cr�ed the young man to Ét�enne, "hand up some
wood."
Ét�enne, who was learn�ng from Cather�ne how to manage h�s
shovel, had to ra�se the wood �n the cutt�ng. A small supply had
rema�ned over from yesterday. It was usually sent down every
morn�ng ready cut to f�t the bed.
"Hurry up there, damn �t!" shouted Zachar�e, see�ng the new putter
ho�st h�mself up awkwardly �n the m�dst of the coal, h�s arms
embarrassed by four p�eces of oak.
He made a hole �n the roof w�th h�s p�ckaxe, and then another �n the
wall, and wedged �n the two ends of the wood, wh�ch thus supported
the rock. In the afternoon the workers �n the earth cutt�ng took the



rubb�sh left at the bottom of the gallery by the p�kemen, and cleared
out the exhausted sect�on of the seam, �n wh�ch they destroyed the
wood, be�ng only careful about the lower and upper roads for the
haulage.
Maheu ceased to groan. At last he had detached h�s block, and he
w�ped h�s stream�ng face on h�s sleeve. He was worr�ed about what
Zachar�e was do�ng beh�nd h�m.
"Let �t be," he sa�d, "we w�ll see after breakfast. Better go on hew�ng,
�f we want to make up our share of trams."
"It's because �t's s�nk�ng," repl�ed the young man. "Look, there's a
crack. It may sl�p."
But the father shrugged h�s shoulders. Ah! nonsense! Sl�p! And �f �t
d�d, �t would not be the f�rst t�me; they would get out of �t all r�ght. He
grew angry at last, and sent h�s son to the front of the cutt�ng.
All of them, however, were now stretch�ng themselves. Levaque,
rest�ng on h�s back, was swear�ng as he exam�ned h�s left thumb
wh�ch had been grazed by the fall of a p�ece of sandstone. Chaval
had taken off h�s sh�rt �n a fury, and was work�ng w�th bare chest and
back for the sake of coolness. They were already black w�th coal,
soaked �n a f�ne dust d�luted w�th sweat wh�ch ran down �n streams
and pools. Maheu f�rst began aga�n to hammer, lower down, w�th h�s
head level w�th the rock. Now the drop struck h�s forehead so
obst�nately that he seemed to feel �t p�erc�ng a hole �n the bone of h�s
skull.
"You mustn't m�nd," expla�ned Cather�ne to Ét�enne, "they are always
howl�ng."
And l�ke a good-natured g�rl she went on w�th her lesson. Every
laden tram arr�ved at the top �n the same cond�t�on as �t left the
cutt�ng, marked w�th a spec�al metal token so that the rece�ver m�ght
put �t to the reckon�ng of the stall. It was necessary, therefore, to be
very careful to f�ll �t, and only to take clean coal, otherw�se �t was
refused at the rece�v�ng off�ce.
The young man, whose eyes were now becom�ng accustomed to the
darkness, looked at her, st�ll wh�te w�th her chlorot�c complex�on, and



he could not have told her age; he thought she must be twelve, she
seemed to h�m so sl�ght. However, he felt she must be older, w�th her
boy�sh freedom, a s�mple audac�ty wh�ch confused h�m a l�ttle; she
d�d not please h�m: he thought her too rogu�sh w�th her pale P�errot
head, framed at the temples by the cap. But what aston�shed h�m
was the strength of th�s ch�ld, a nervous strength wh�ch was blended
w�th a good deal of sk�ll. She f�lled her tram faster than he could, w�th
qu�ck small regular strokes of the shovel; she afterwards pushed �t to
the �ncl�ned way w�th a s�ngle slow push, w�thout a h�tch, eas�ly
pass�ng under the low rocks. He tore h�mself to p�eces, got off the
ra�ls, and was reduced to despa�r.
It was certa�nly not a conven�ent road. It was s�xty metres from the
cutt�ng to the upbrow, and the passage, wh�ch the m�ners �n the earth
cutt�ng had not yet enlarged, was a mere tube w�th a very �rregular
roof swollen by �nnumerable bosses; at certa�n spots the laden tram
could only just pass; the putter had to flatten h�mself, to push on h�s
knees, �n order not to break h�s head, and bes�des th�s the wood was
already bend�ng and y�eld�ng. One could see �t broken �n the m�ddle
�n long pale rents l�ke an over-weak crutch. One had to be careful not
to graze oneself �n these fractures; and beneath the slow crush�ng,
wh�ch caused the spl�tt�ng of b�llets of oak as large as the th�gh, one
had to gl�de almost on one's belly w�th a secret fear of suddenly
hear�ng one's back break.
"Aga�n!" sa�d Cather�ne, laugh�ng.
Ét�enne's tram had gone off the ra�ls at the most d�ff�cult spot. He
could not roll stra�ght on these ra�ls wh�ch sank �n the damp earth,
and he swore, became angry, and fought fur�ously w�th the wheels,
wh�ch he could not get back �nto place �n sp�te of exaggerated
efforts.
"Wa�t a b�t," sa�d the young g�rl. "If you get angry �t w�ll never go."
Sk�lfully she had gl�ded down and thrust her buttocks beneath the
tram, and by putt�ng the we�ght on her lo�ns she ra�sed �t and
replaced �t. The we�ght was seven hundred k�lograms. Surpr�sed and
ashamed, he stammered excuses.



She was obl�ged to show h�m how to straddle h�s legs and brace h�s
feet aga�nst the plank�ng on both s�des of the gallery, �n order to g�ve
h�mself a more sol�d fulcrum. The body had to be bent, the arms
made st�ff so as to push w�th all the muscles of the shoulders and
h�ps. Dur�ng the journey he followed her and watched her proceed
w�th tense back, her f�sts so low that she seemed trott�ng on all fours,
l�ke one of those dwarf beasts that perform at c�rcuses. She
sweated, panted, her jo�nts cracked, but w�thout a compla�nt, w�th the
�nd�fference of custom, as �f �t were the common wretchedness of all
to l�ve thus bent double. But he could not succeed �n do�ng as much;
h�s shoes troubled h�m, h�s body seemed broken by walk�ng �n th�s
way w�th lowered head. At the end of a few m�nutes the pos�t�on
became a torture, an �ntolerable angu�sh, so pa�nful that he got on
h�s knees for a moment to stra�ghten h�mself and breathe.
Then at the upbrow there was more labour. She taught h�m to f�ll h�s
tram qu�ckly. At the top and bottom of th�s �ncl�ned plane, wh�ch
served all the cutt�ngs from one level to the other, there was a
trammer—the brakesman above, the rece�ver below. These scamps
of twelve to f�fteen years shouted abom�nable words to each other,
and to warn them �t was necessary to yell st�ll more v�olently. Then,
as soon as there was an empty tram to send back, the rece�ver gave
the s�gnal and the putter embarked her full tram, the we�ght of wh�ch
made the other ascend when the brakesman loosened h�s brake.
Below, �n the bottom gallery, were formed the tra�ns wh�ch the horses
drew to the shaft.
"Here, you confounded rascals," cr�ed Cather�ne �n the �ncl�ned way,
wh�ch was wood-l�ned, about a hundred metres long, and resounded
l�ke a g�gant�c trumpet.
The trammers must have been rest�ng, for ne�ther of them repl�ed.
On all the levels haulage had stopped. A shr�ll g�rl's vo�ce sa�d at
last:
"One of them must be on Mouquette, sure enough!"
There was a roar of laughter, and the putters of the whole seam held
the�r s�des.



"Who �s that?" asked Ét�enne of Cather�ne.
The latter named l�ttle Lyd�e, a scamp who knew more than she
ought, and who pushed her tram as stoutly as a woman �n sp�te of
her doll's arms. As to Mouquette, she was qu�te capable of be�ng
w�th both the trammers at once.
But the vo�ce of the rece�ver arose, shout�ng out to load. Doubtless a
capta�n was pass�ng beneath. Haulage began aga�n on the n�ne
levels, and one only heard the regular calls of the trammers, and the
snort�ng of the putters arr�v�ng at the upbrow and steam�ng l�ke over-
laden mares. It was the element of best�al�ty wh�ch breathed �n the
p�t, the sudden des�re of the male, when a m�ner met one of these
g�rls on all fours, w�th her flanks �n the a�r and her h�ps burst�ng
through her boy's breeches.
And on each journey Ét�enne found aga�n at the bottom the
stuff�ness of the cutt�ng, the hollow and broken cadence of the axes,
the deep pa�nful s�ghs of the p�kemen pers�st�ng �n the�r work. All four
were naked, m�xed up w�th the coal, soaked w�th black mud up to the
cap. At one moment �t had been necessary to free Maheu, who was
gasp�ng, and to remove the planks so that the coal could fall �nto the
passage. Zachar�e and Levaque became enraged w�th the seam,
wh�ch was now hard, they sa�d, and wh�ch would make the cond�t�on
of the�r account d�sastrous. Chaval turned, ly�ng for a moment on h�s
back, abus�ng Ét�enne, whose presence dec�dedly exasperated h�m.
"A sort of worm; hasn't the strength of a g�rl! Are you go�ng to f�ll your
tub? It's to spare your arms, eh? Damned �f I don't keep back the ten
sous �f you get us one refused!"
The young man avo�ded reply�ng, too happy at present to have found
th�s conv�ct's labour and accept�ng the brutal rule of the worker by
master worker. But he could no longer walk, h�s feet were bleed�ng,
h�s l�mbs torn by horr�ble cramps, h�s body conf�ned �n an �ron g�rdle.
Fortunately �t was ten o'clock, and the stall dec�ded to have
breakfast.
Maheu had a watch, but he d�d not even look at �t. At the bottom of
th�s starless n�ght he was never f�ve m�nutes out. All put on the�r



sh�rts and jackets. Then, descend�ng from the cutt�ng they squatted
down, the�r elbows to the�r s�des, the�r buttocks on the�r heels, �n that
posture so hab�tual w�th m�ners that they keep �t even when out of
the m�ne, w�thout feel�ng the need of a stone or a beam to s�t on. And
each, hav�ng taken out h�s br�ck, b�t ser�ously at the th�ck sl�ce,
utter�ng occas�onal words on the morn�ng's work. Cather�ne, who
rema�ned stand�ng, at last jo�ned Ét�enne, who had stretched h�mself
out farther along, across the ra�ls, w�th h�s back aga�nst the plank�ng.
There was a place there almost dry.
"You don't eat?" she sa�d to h�m, w�th her mouth full and her br�ck �n
her hand.
Then she remembered that th�s youth, wander�ng about at n�ght
w�thout a sou, perhaps had not a b�t of bread.
"W�ll you share w�th me?"
And as he refused, declar�ng that he was not hungry, wh�le h�s vo�ce
trembled w�th the gnaw�ng �n h�s stomach, she went on cheerfully:
"Ah! �f you are fast�d�ous! But here, I've only b�tten on that s�de. I'll
g�ve you th�s."
She had already broken the bread and butter �nto two p�eces. The
young man, tak�ng h�s half, restra�ned h�mself from devour�ng �t all at
once, and placed h�s arms on h�s th�ghs, so that she should not see
how he trembled. W�th her qu�et a�r of good comradesh�p she lay
bes�de h�m, at full length on her stomach, w�th her ch�n �n one hand,
slowly eat�ng w�th the other. The�r lamps, placed between them, l�t up
the�r faces.
Cather�ne looked at h�m a moment �n s�lence. She must have found
h�m handsome, w�th h�s del�cate face and black moustache. She
vaguely sm�led w�th pleasure.
"Then you are an eng�ne-dr�ver, and they sent you away from your
ra�lway. Why?"
"Because I struck my ch�ef."
She rema�ned stupef�ed, overwhelmed, w�th her hered�tary �deas of
subord�nat�on and pass�ve obed�ence.



"I ought to say that I had been dr�nk�ng," he went on, and when I
dr�nk I get mad—I could devour myself, and I could devour other
people. Yes; I can't swallow two small glasses w�thout want�ng to k�ll
someone. Then I am �ll for two days."
"You mustn't dr�nk," she sa�d, ser�ously.
"Ah, don't be afra�d. I know myself."
And he shook h�s head. He hated brandy w�th the hatred of the last
ch�ld of a race of drunkards, who suffered �n h�s flesh from all those
ancestors, soaked and dr�ven mad by alcohol to such a po�nt that the
least drop had become po�son to h�m.
"It �s because of mother that I d�dn't l�ke be�ng turned �nto the street,"
he sa�d, after hav�ng swallowed a mouthful. "Mother �s not happy,
and I used to send her a f�ve-franc p�ece now and then."
"Where �s she, then, your mother?"
"At Par�s. Laundress, Rue de la Goutte-d'or."
There was s�lence. When he thought of these th�ngs a tremor
d�mmed h�s dark eyes, the sudden angu�sh of the �njury he brooded
over �n h�s f�ne youthful strength. For a moment he rema�ned w�th h�s
looks bur�ed �n the darkness of the m�ne; and at that depth, beneath
the we�ght and suffocat�on of the earth, he saw h�s ch�ldhood aga�n,
h�s mother st�ll beaut�ful and strong, forsaken by h�s father, then
taken up aga�n after hav�ng marr�ed another man, l�v�ng w�th the two
men who ru�ned her, roll�ng w�th them �n the gutter �n dr�nk and
ordure. It was down there, he recalled the street, the deta�ls came
back to h�m; the d�rty l�nen �n the m�ddle of the shop, the drunken
carousals that made the house st�nk, and the jaw-break�ng blows.
"Now," he began aga�n, �n a slow vo�ce, "I haven't even th�rty sous to
make her presents w�th. She w�ll d�e of m�sery, sure enough."
He shrugged h�s shoulders w�th despa�r, and aga�n b�t at h�s bread
and butter.
"W�ll you dr�nk?" asked Cather�ne, uncork�ng her t�n. "Oh, �t's coffee,
�t won't hurt you. One gets dry when one eats l�ke that."



But he refused; �t was qu�te enough to have taken half her bread.
However, she �ns�sted good-naturedly, and sa�d at last:
"Well, I w�ll dr�nk before you s�nce you are so pol�te. Only you can't
refuse now, �t would be rude."
She held out her t�n to h�m. She had got on to her knees and he saw
her qu�te close to h�m, l�t up by the two lamps. Why had he found her
ugly? Now that she was black, her face powdered w�th f�ne charcoal,
she seemed to h�m s�ngularly charm�ng. In th�s face surrounded by
shadow, the teeth �n the broad mouth shone w�th wh�teness, wh�le
the eyes looked large and gleamed w�th a green�sh reflect�on, l�ke a
cat's eyes. A lock of red ha�r wh�ch had escaped from her cap t�ckled
her ear and made her laugh. She no longer seemed so young, she
m�ght be qu�te fourteen.
"To please you," he sa�d, dr�nk�ng and g�v�ng her back the t�n.
She swallowed a second mouthful and forced h�m to take one too,
w�sh�ng to share, she sa�d; and that l�ttle t�n that went from one
mouth to the other amused them. He suddenly asked h�mself �f he
should not take her �n h�s arms and k�ss her l�ps. She had large l�ps
of a pale rose colour, made v�v�d by the coal, wh�ch tormented h�m
w�th �ncreas�ng des�re. But he d�d not dare, �nt�m�dated before her,
only hav�ng known g�rls on the streets at L�lle of the lowest order, and
not real�z�ng how one ought to behave w�th a work-g�rl st�ll l�v�ng w�th
her fam�ly.
"You must be about fourteen then?" he asked, after hav�ng gone
back to h�s bread. She was aston�shed, almost angry.
"What? fourteen! But I am f�fteen! It's true I'm not b�g. G�rls don't
grow qu�ck w�th us."
He went on quest�on�ng her and she told everyth�ng w�thout boldness
or shame. For the rest she was not �gnorant concern�ng man and
woman, although he felt that her body was v�rg�nal, w�th the v�rg�n�ty
of a ch�ld delayed �n her sexual matur�ty by the env�ronment of bad
a�r and wear�ness �n wh�ch she l�ved. When he spoke of Mouquette,
�n order to embarrass her, she told some horr�ble stor�es �n a qu�et
vo�ce, w�th much amusement. Ah! she d�d some f�ne th�ngs! And as



he asked �f she herself had no lovers, she repl�ed jok�ngly that she
d�d not w�sh to vex her mother, but that �t must happen some day.
Her shoulders were bent. She sh�vered a l�ttle from the coldness of
her garments soaked �n sweat, w�th a gentle res�gned a�r, ready to
subm�t to th�ngs and men.
"People can f�nd lovers when they all l�ve together, can't they?"
"Sure enough!"
"And then �t doesn't hurt any one. One doesn't tell the pr�est."
"Oh! the pr�est! I don't care for h�m! But there �s the Black Man."
"What do you mean, the Black Man?"
"The old m�ner who comes back �nto the p�t and wr�ngs naughty g�rls'
necks."
He looked at her, afra�d that she was mak�ng fun of h�m.
"You bel�eve �n those stup�d th�ngs? Then you don't know anyth�ng."
"Yes, I do. I can read and wr�te. That �s useful among us; �n father
and mother's t�me they learnt noth�ng."
She was certa�nly very charm�ng. When she had f�n�shed her bread
and butter, he would take her and k�ss her on her large rosy l�ps. It
was the resolut�on of t�m�d�ty, a thought of v�olence wh�ch choked h�s
vo�ce. These boy's clothes—th�s jacket and these breeches—on the
g�rl's flesh exc�ted and troubled h�m. He had swallowed h�s last
mouthful. He drank from the t�n and gave �t back for her to empty.
Now the moment for act�on had come, and he cast a restless glance
at the m�ners farther on. But a shadow blocked the gallery.
For a moment Chaval stood and looked at them from afar. He came
forward, hav�ng assured h�mself that Maheu could not see h�m; and
as Cather�ne was seated on the earth he se�zed her by the
shoulders, drew her head back, and tranqu�lly crushed her mouth
beneath a brutal k�ss, affect�ng not to not�ce Ét�enne. There was �n
that k�ss an act of possess�on, a sort of jealous resolut�on.
However, the young g�rl was offended.



"Let me go, do you hear?"
He kept hold of her head and looked �nto her eyes. H�s moustache
and small red beard flamed �n h�s black face w�th �ts large eagle
nose. He let her go at last, and went away w�thout speak�ng a word.
A shudder had frozen Ét�enne. It was stup�d to have wa�ted. He
could certa�nly not k�ss her now, for she would, perhaps, th�nk that he
w�shed to behave l�ke the other. In h�s wounded van�ty he
exper�enced real despa�r.
"Why d�d you l�e?" he sa�d, �n a low vo�ce. "He's your lover."
"But no, I swear," she cr�ed. "There �s not that between us.
Somet�mes he l�kes a joke; he doesn't even belong here; �t's s�x
months s�nce he came from the Pas-de-Cala�s."
Both rose; work was about to be resumed. When she saw h�m so
cold she seemed annoyed. Doubtless she found h�m handsomer
than the other; she would have preferred h�m perhaps. The �dea of
some am�able, consol�ng relat�onsh�p d�sturbed her; and when the
young man saw w�th surpr�se that h�s lamp was burn�ng blue w�th a
large pale r�ng, she tr�ed at least to amuse h�m.
"Come, I w�ll show you someth�ng," she sa�d, �n a fr�endly way.
When she had led h�m to the bottom of the cutt�ng, she po�nted out
to h�m a crev�ce �n the coal. A sl�ght bubbl�ng escaped from �t, a l�ttle
no�se l�ke the warbl�ng of a b�rd.
"Put your hand there; you'll feel the w�nd. It's f�re-damp."
He was surpr�sed. Was that all? Was that the terr�ble th�ng wh�ch
blew everyth�ng up? She laughed, she sa�d there was a good deal of
�t to-day to make the flame of the lamps so blue.
"Now, �f you've done chatter�ng, lazy louts!" cr�ed Maheu's rough
vo�ce.
Cather�ne and Ét�enne hastened to f�ll the�r trams, and pushed them
to the upbrow w�th st�ffened back, crawl�ng beneath the bossy roof of
the passage. Even after the second journey, the sweat ran off them
and the�r jo�nts began to crack.



The p�kemen had resumed work �n the cutt�ng. The men often
shortened the�r breakfast to avo�d gett�ng cold; and the�r br�cks,
eaten �n th�s way, far from the sun, w�th s�lent vorac�ty, loaded the�r
stomachs w�th lead. Stretched on the�r s�des they hammered more
loudly, w�th the one f�xed �dea of f�ll�ng a large number of trams.
Every thought d�sappeared �n th�s rage for ga�n wh�ch was so hard to
earn. They no longer felt the water wh�ch streamed on them and
swelled the�r l�mbs, the cramps of forced att�tudes, the suffocat�on of
the darkness �n wh�ch they grew pale, l�ke plants put �n a cellar. Yet,
as the day advanced, the a�r became more po�soned and heated
w�th the smoke of the lamps, w�th the pest�lence of the�r breaths, w�th
the asphyx�a of the f�re-damp—bl�nd�ng to the eyes l�ke sp�ders'
webs—wh�ch only the aerat�on of the n�ght could sweep away. At the
bottom of the�r mole-h�ll, beneath the we�ght of the earth, w�th no
more breath �n the�r �nflamed lungs, they went on hammer�ng.

CHAPTER V

Maheu, w�thout look�ng at h�s watch wh�ch he had left �n h�s jacket,
stopped and sa�d:
"One o'clock d�rectly. Zachar�e, �s �t done?"
The young man had just been at the plank�ng. In the m�dst of h�s
labour he had been ly�ng on h�s back, w�th dreamy eyes, th�nk�ng
over a game of hockey of the n�ght before. He woke up and repl�ed:
"Yes, �t w�ll do; we shall see to-morrow."
And he came back to take h�s place at the cutt�ng. Levaque and
Chaval had also dropped the�r p�cks. They were all rest�ng. They
w�ped the�r faces on the�r naked arms and looked at the roof, �n
wh�ch slaty masses were crack�ng. They only spoke about the�r
work.
"Another chance," murmured Chaval, "of gett�ng �nto loose earth.
They d�dn't take account of that �n the barga�n."



"Rascals!" growled Levaque. "They only want to bury us �n �t."
Zachar�e began to laugh. He cared l�ttle for the work and the rest, but
�t amused h�m to hear the Company abused. In h�s plac�d way
Maheu expla�ned that the nature of the so�l changed every twenty
metres. One must be just; they could not foresee everyth�ng. Then,
when the two others went on talk�ng aga�nst the masters, he became
restless, and looked around h�m.
"Hush! that's enough."
"You're r�ght," sa�d Levaque, also lower�ng h�s vo�ce; "�t �sn't
wholesome."
A morb�d dread of sp�es haunted them, even at th�s depth, as �f the
shareholders' coal, wh�le st�ll �n the seam, m�ght have ears.
"That won't prevent me," added Chaval loudly, �n a def�ant manner,
"from lodg�ng a br�ck �n the belly of that damned Dansaert, �f he talks
to me as he d�d the other day. I won't prevent h�m, I won't, from
buy�ng pretty g�rls w�th a wh�te sk�n."
Th�s t�me Zachar�e burst out laugh�ng. The head capta�n's love for
P�erronne was a constant joke �n the p�t. Even Cather�ne rested on
her shovel at the bottom of the cutt�ng, hold�ng her s�des, and �n a
few words told Ét�enne the joke; wh�le Maheu became angry, se�zed
by a fear wh�ch he could not conceal.
"W�ll you hold your tongue, eh? Wa�t t�ll you're alone �f you want to
get �nto trouble."
He was st�ll speak�ng when the sound of steps was heard �n the
upper gallery. Almost �mmed�ately the eng�neer of the m�ne, l�ttle
Négrel, as the workmen called h�m among themselves, appeared at
the top of the cutt�ng, accompan�ed by Dansaert, the head capta�n.
"D�dn't I say so?" muttered Maheu. "There's always someone there,
r�s�ng out of the ground."
Paul Négrel, M. Hennebeau's nephew, was a young man of twenty-
s�x, ref�ned and handsome, w�th curly ha�r and brown moustache. H�s
po�nted nose and sparkl�ng eyes gave h�m the a�r of an am�able
ferret of scept�cal �ntell�gence, wh�ch changed �nto an abrupt



author�tat�ve manner �n h�s relat�ons w�th the workmen. He was
dressed l�ke them, and l�ke them smeared w�th coal; to make them
respect h�m he exh�b�ted a dare-dev�l courage, pass�ng through the
most d�ff�cult spots and always f�rst when landsl�ps or f�re-damp
explos�ons occurred.
"Here we are, are we not, Dansaert?" he asked.
The head capta�n, a coarse-faced Belg�an, w�th a large sensual
nose, repl�ed w�th exaggerated pol�teness:
"Yes, Mons�eur Négrel. Here �s the man who was taken on th�s
morn�ng."
Both of them had sl�d down �nto the m�ddle of the cutt�ng. They made
Ét�enne come up. The eng�neer ra�sed h�s lamp and looked at h�m
w�thout ask�ng any quest�ons.
"Good," he sa�d at last. "But I don't l�ke unknown men to be p�cked
up from the road. Don't do �t aga�n."
He d�d not l�sten to the explanat�ons g�ven to h�m, the necess�t�es of
work, the des�re to replace women by men for the haulage. He had
begun to exam�ne the roof wh�le the p�kemen had taken up the�r
p�cks aga�n. Suddenly he called out:
"I say there, Maheu; have you no care for l�fe? By heavens! you w�ll
all be bur�ed here!"
"Oh! �t's sol�d," repl�ed the workman tranqu�lly.
"What! sol�d! but the rock �s g�v�ng already, and you are plant�ng
props at more than two metres, as �f you grudged �t! Ah! you are all
al�ke. You w�ll let your skull be flattened rather than leave the seam
to g�ve the necessary t�me to the t�mber�ng! I must ask you to prop
that �mmed�ately. Double the t�mber�ng—do you understand?"
And �n face of the unw�ll�ngness of the m�ners who d�sputed the
po�nt, say�ng that they were good judges of the�r safety, he became
angry.
"Go along! when your heads are smashed, �s �t you who w�ll have to
bear the consequences? Not at all! �t w�ll be the Company wh�ch w�ll



have to pay you pens�ons, you or your w�ves. I tell you aga�n that we
know you; �n order to get two extra trams by even�ng you would sell
your sk�ns."
Maheu, �n sp�te of the anger wh�ch was gradually master�ng h�m, st�ll
answered stead�ly:
"If they pa�d us enough we should prop �t better."
The eng�neer shrugged h�s shoulders w�thout reply�ng. He had
descended the cutt�ng, and only sa�d �n conclus�on, from below:
"You have an hour. Set to work, all of you; and I g�ve you not�ce that
the stall �s f�ned three francs."
A low growl from the p�kemen greeted these words. The force of the
system alone restra�ned them, that m�l�tary system wh�ch, from the
trammer to the head capta�n, ground one beneath the other. Chaval
and Levaque, however, made a fur�ous gesture, wh�le Maheu
restra�ned them by a glance, and Zachar�e shrugged h�s shoulders
chaff�ngly. But Ét�enne was, perhaps, most affected. S�nce he had
found h�mself at the bottom of th�s hell a slow rebell�on was r�s�ng
w�th�n h�m. He looked at the res�gned Cather�ne, w�th her lowered
back. Was �t poss�ble to k�ll oneself at th�s hard to�l, �n th�s deadly
darkness, and not even to ga�n the few pence to buy one's da�ly
bread?
However, Négrel went off w�th Dansaert, who was content to
approve by a cont�nual movement of h�s head. And the�r vo�ces
aga�n rose; they had just stopped once more, and were exam�n�ng
the t�mber�ng �n the gallery, wh�ch the p�kemen were obl�ged to look
after for a length of ten metres beh�nd the cutt�ng.
"D�dn't I tell you that they care noth�ng?" cr�ed the eng�neer. "And
you! why, �n the dev�l's name, don't you watch them?"
"But I do—I do," stammered the head capta�n. "One gets t�red of
repeat�ng th�ngs."
Négrel called loudly:
"Maheu! Maheu!"



They all came down. He went on:
"Do you see that? W�ll that hold? It's a twopenny-halfpenny
construct�on! Here �s a beam wh�ch the posts don't carry already, �t
was done so hast�ly. By Jove! I understand how �t �s that the mend�ng
costs us so much. It'll do, won't �t? �f �t lasts as long as you have the
care of �t; and then �t may go smash, and the Company �s obl�ged to
have an army of repa�rers. Look at �t down there; �t �s mere
botch�ng!"
Chaval w�shed to speak, but he s�lenced h�m.
"No! I know what you are go�ng to say. Let them pay you more, eh?
Very well! I warn you that you w�ll force the managers to do
someth�ng: they w�ll pay you the plank�ng separately, and
proport�onately reduce the pr�ce of the trams. We shall see �f you w�ll
ga�n that way! Meanwh�le, prop that over aga�n, at once; I shall pass
to-morrow."
Am�d the d�smay caused by th�s threat he went away. Dansaert, who
had been so humble, rema�ned beh�nd a few moments, to say
brutally to the men:
"You get me �nto a row, you here. I'll g�ve you someth�ng more than
three francs f�ne, I w�ll. Look out!"
Then, when he had gone, Maheu broke out �n h�s turn:
"By God! what's fa�r �s fa�r! I l�ke people to be calm, because that's
the only way of gett�ng along, but at last they make you mad. D�d you
hear? The tram lowered, and the plank�ng separately! Another way
of pay�ng us less. By God �t �s!"
He looked for someone upon whom to vent h�s anger, and saw
Cather�ne and Ét�enne sw�ng�ng the�r arms.
"W�ll you just fetch me some wood! What does �t matter to you? I'll
put my foot �nto you somewhere!"
Ét�enne went to carry �t w�thout rancour for th�s rough speech, so
fur�ous h�mself aga�nst the masters that he thought the m�ners too
good-natured. As for the others, Levaque and Chaval had found
rel�ef �n strong language. All of them, even Zachar�e, were t�mber�ng



fur�ously. For nearly half an hour one only heard the creak�ng of
wood wedged �n by blows of the hammer.
They no longer spoke, they snorted, became enraged w�th the rock,
wh�ch they would have hustled and dr�ven back by the force of the�r
shoulders �f they had been able.
"That's enough," sa�d Maheu at last, worn out w�th anger and fat�gue.
"An hour and a half! A f�ne day's work! We shan't get f�fty sous! I'm
off. Th�s d�sgusts me."
Though there was st�ll half an hour of work left he dressed h�mself.
The others �m�tated h�m. The mere s�ght of the cutt�ng enraged them.
As the putter had gone back to the haulage they called her, �rr�tated
at her zeal: let the coal take care of �tself. And the s�x, the�r tools
under the�r arms, set out to walk the two k�lometres back, return�ng
to the shaft by the road of the morn�ng.
At the ch�mney Cather�ne and Ét�enne were delayed wh�le the
p�kemen sl�d down. They met l�ttle Lyd�e, who stopped �n a gallery to
let them pass, and told them of the d�sappearance of Mouquette,
whose nose had been bleed�ng so much that she had been away an
hour, bath�ng her face somewhere, no one knew where. Then, when
they left her, the ch�ld began aga�n to push her tram, weary and
muddy, st�ffen�ng her �nsect-l�ke arms and legs l�ke a lean black ant
struggl�ng w�th a load that was too heavy for �t. They let themselves
down on the�r backs, flatten�ng the�r shoulders for fear of scratch�ng
the sk�n on the�r foreheads, and they walked so close to the pol�shed
rock at the back of the stalls that they were obl�ged from t�me to t�me
to hold on to the woodwork, so that the�r backs�des should not catch
f�re, as they sa�d jok�ngly.
Below they found themselves alone. Red stars d�sappeared afar at a
bend �n the passage. The�r cheerfulness fell, they began to walk w�th
the heavy step of fat�gue, she �n front, he beh�nd. The�r lamps were
blackened. He could scarcely see her, drowned �n a sort of smoky
m�st; and the �dea that she was a g�rl d�sturbed h�m because he felt
that �t was stup�d not to embrace her, and yet the recollect�on of the
other man prevented h�m. Certa�nly she had l�ed to h�m: the other
was her lover, they lay together on all those heaps of slaty coal, for



she had a loose woman's ga�t. He sulked w�thout reason, as �f she
had dece�ved h�m. She, however, every moment turned round,
warned h�m of obstacles, and seemed to �nv�te h�m to be
affect�onate. They were so lost here, �t would have been so easy to
laugh together l�ke good fr�ends! At last they entered the large
haulage gallery; �t was a rel�ef to the �ndec�s�on from wh�ch he was
suffer�ng; wh�le she once more had a saddened look, the regret for a
happ�ness wh�ch they would not f�nd aga�n.
Now the subterranean l�fe rumbled around them w�th a cont�nual
pass�ng of capta�ns, the come and go of the trams drawn by trott�ng
horses. Lamps starred the n�ght everywhere. They had to efface
themselves aga�nst the rock to leave the path free to shadowy men
and beasts, whose breath came aga�nst the�r faces. Jeanl�n, runn�ng
barefooted beh�nd h�s tram, cr�ed out some naught�ness to them
wh�ch they could not hear am�d the thunder of the wheels. They st�ll
went on, she now s�lent, he not recogn�z�ng the turn�ngs and roads of
the morn�ng, and fancy�ng that she was lead�ng h�m deeper and
deeper �nto the earth; and what spec�ally troubled h�m was the cold,
an �ncreas�ng cold wh�ch he had felt on emerg�ng from the cutt�ng,
and wh�ch caused h�m to sh�ver the more the nearer they
approached the shaft. Between the narrow walls the column of a�r
now blew l�ke a tempest. He despa�red of ever com�ng to the end,
when suddenly they found themselves �n the p�t-eye hall.
Chaval cast a s�delong glance at them, h�s mouth drawn w�th
susp�c�on. The others were there, covered w�th sweat �n the �cy
current, s�lent l�ke h�mself, swallow�ng the�r grunts of rage. They had
arr�ved too soon and could not be taken to the top for half an hour,
more espec�ally s�nce some compl�cated manœuvres were go�ng on
for lower�ng a horse. The porters were st�ll roll�ng the trams w�th the
deafen�ng sound of old �ron �n movement, and the cages were fly�ng
up, d�sappear�ng �n the ra�n wh�ch fell from the black hole. Below, the
sump, a cesspool ten metres deep, f�lled w�th th�s stream�ng water,
also exhaled �ts muddy mo�sture. Men were constantly mov�ng
around the shaft, pull�ng the s�gnal cords, press�ng on the arms of
levers, �n the m�dst of th�s spray �n wh�ch the�r garments were
soaked. The redd�sh l�ght of three open lamps cut out great mov�ng



shadows and gave to th�s subterranean hall the a�r of a v�lla�nous
cavern, some band�ts' forge near a torrent.
Maheu made one last effort. He approached P�erron, who had gone
on duty at s�x o'clock.
"Here! you m�ght as well let us go up."
But the porter, a handsome fellow w�th strong l�mbs and a gentle
face, refused w�th a fr�ghtened gesture.
"Imposs�ble: ask the capta�n. They would f�ne me."
Fresh growls were st�fled. Cather�ne bent forward and sa�d �n
Ét�enne's ear:
"Come and see the stable, then. That's a comfortable place!"
And they had to escape w�thout be�ng seen, for �t was forb�dden to
go there. It was on the left, at the end of a short gallery. Twenty-f�ve
metres �n length and nearly four h�gh, cut �n the rock and vaulted w�th
br�cks, �t could conta�n twenty horses. It was, �n fact, comfortable
there. There was a pleasant warmth of l�v�ng beasts, the good odour
of fresh and well-kept l�tter. The only lamp threw out the calm rays of
a n�ght-l�ght. There were horses there, at rest, who turned the�r
heads, w�th the�r large �nfant�ne eyes, then went back to the�r hay,
w�thout haste, l�ke fat well-kept workers, loved by everybody.
But as Cather�ne was read�ng aloud the�r names, wr�tten on z�nc
plates over the mangers, she uttered a sl�ght cry, see�ng someth�ng
suddenly r�se before her. It was Mouquette, who emerged �n fr�ght
from a p�le of straw �n wh�ch she was sleep�ng. On Monday, when
she was overt�red w�th her Sunday's spree, she gave herself a
v�olent blow on the nose, and left her cutt�ng under the pretence of
seek�ng water, to bury herself here w�th the horses �n the warm l�tter.
Her father, be�ng weak w�th her, allowed �t, at the r�sk of gett�ng �nto
trouble.
Just then, Mouque, the father, entered, a short, bald, worn-out
look�ng man, but st�ll stout, wh�ch �s rare �n an old m�ner of f�fty. S�nce
he had been made a groom, he chewed to such a degree that h�s



gums bled �n h�s black mouth. On see�ng the two w�th h�s daughter,
he became angry.
"What are you up to there, all of you? Come! up! The jades, br�ng�ng
a man here! It's a f�ne th�ng to come and do your d�rty tr�cks �n my
straw."
Mouquette thought �t funny, and held her s�des. But Ét�enne, feel�ng
awkward, moved away, wh�le Cather�ne sm�led at h�m. As all three
returned to the p�t-eye, Bébert and Jeanl�n arr�ved there also w�th a
tra�n of tubs. There was a stoppage for the manœuvr�ng of the
cages, and the young g�rl approached the�r horse, caressed �t w�th
her hand, and talked about �t to her compan�on. It was Bata�lle, the
doyen of the m�ne, a wh�te horse who had l�ved below for ten years.
These ten years he had l�ved �n th�s hole, occupy�ng the same corner
of the stable, do�ng the same task along the black galler�es w�thout
ever see�ng dayl�ght. Very fat, w�th sh�n�ng coat and a good-natured
a�r, he seemed to lead the ex�stence of a sage, sheltered from the
ev�ls of the world above. In th�s darkness, too, he had become very
cunn�ng. The passage �n wh�ch he worked had grown so fam�l�ar to
h�m that he could open the vent�lat�on doors w�th h�s head, and he
lowered h�mself to avo�d knocks at the narrow spots. W�thout doubt,
also, he counted h�s turns, for when he had made the regulat�on
number of journeys he refused to do any more, and had to be led
back to h�s manger. Now that old age was com�ng on, h�s cat's eyes
were somet�mes d�mmed w�th melancholy. Perhaps he vaguely saw
aga�n, �n the depths of h�s obscure dreams, the m�ll at wh�ch he was
born, near March�ennes, a m�ll placed on the edge of the Scarpe,
surrounded by large f�elds over wh�ch the w�nd always blew.
Someth�ng burnt �n the a�r—an enormous lamp, the exact
appearance of wh�ch escaped h�s beast's memory—and he stood
w�th lowered head, trembl�ng on h�s old feet, mak�ng useless efforts
to recall the sun.
Meanwh�le, the manœuvres went on �n the shaft, the s�gnal hammer
had struck four blows, and the horse was be�ng lowered; there was
always exc�tement at such a t�me, for �t somet�mes happened that
the beast was se�zed by such terror that �t was landed dead. When
put �nto a net at the top �t struggled f�ercely; then, when �t felt the



ground no longer beneath �t, �t rema�ned as �f petr�f�ed and
d�sappeared w�thout a qu�ver of the sk�n, w�th enlarged and f�xed
eyes. Th�s an�mal be�ng too b�g to pass between the gu�des, �t had
been necessary, when hook�ng �t beneath the cage, to pull down the
head and attach �t to the flanks. The descent lasted nearly three
m�nutes, the eng�ne be�ng slowed as a precaut�on. Below, the
exc�tement was �ncreas�ng. What then? Was he go�ng to be left on
the road, hang�ng �n the blackness? At last he appeared �n h�s stony
�mmob�l�ty, h�s eye f�xed and d�lated w�th terror. It was a bay horse
hardly three years of age, called Trompette.
"Attent�on!" cr�ed Father Mouque, whose duty �t was to rece�ve �t.
"Br�ng h�m here, don't undo h�m yet."
Trompette was soon placed on the metal floor �n a mass. St�ll he d�d
not move: he seemed �n a n�ghtmare �n th�s obscure �nf�n�te hole, th�s
deep hall echo�ng w�th tumult. They were beg�nn�ng to unfasten h�m
when Bata�lle, who had just been unharnessed, approached and
stretched out h�s neck to smell th�s compan�on who lay on the earth.
The workmen jok�ngly enlarged the c�rcle. Well! what pleasant odour
d�d he f�nd �n h�m? But Bata�lle, deaf to mockery, became an�mated.
He probably found �n h�m the good odour of the open a�r, the
forgotten odour of the sun on the grass. And he suddenly broke out
�nto a sonorous ne�gh, full of mus�cal gladness, �n wh�ch there
seemed to be the emot�on of a sob. It was a greet�ng, the joy of
those anc�ent th�ngs of wh�ch a gust had reached h�m, the
melancholy of one more pr�soner who would not ascend aga�n unt�l
death.
"Ah! that an�mal Bata�lle!" shouted the workmen, amused at the
ant�cs of the�r favour�te, "he's talk�ng w�th h�s mate."
Trompette was unbound, but st�ll d�d not move. He rema�ned on h�s
flank, as �f he st�ll felt the net restra�n�ng h�m, garrotted by fear. At
last they got h�m up w�th a lash of the wh�p, dazed and h�s l�mbs
qu�ver�ng. And Father Mouque led away the two beasts, fratern�z�ng
together.
"Here! Is �t ready yet?" asked Maheu.



It was necessary to clear the cages, and bes�des �t was yet ten
m�nutes before the hour for ascend�ng. L�ttle by l�ttle the stalls
empt�ed, and the m�ners returned from all the galler�es. There were
already some f�fty men there, damp and sh�ver�ng, the�r �nflamed
chests pant�ng on every s�de. P�erron, �n sp�te of h�s mawk�sh face,
struck h�s daughter Lyd�e, because she had left the cutt�ng before
t�me. Zachar�e slyly p�nched Mouquette, w�th a joke about warm�ng
h�mself. But the d�scontent �ncreased; Chaval and Levaque narrated
the eng�neer's threat, the tram to be lowered �n pr�ce, and the
plank�ng pa�d separately. And exclamat�ons greeted th�s scheme, a
rebell�on was germ�nat�ng �n th�s l�ttle corner, nearly s�x hundred
metres beneath the earth. Soon they could not restra�n the�r vo�ces;
these men, so�led by coal, and frozen by the delay, accused the
Company of k�ll�ng half the�r workers at the bottom, and starv�ng the
other half to death. Ét�enne l�stened, trembl�ng.
"Qu�ck, qu�ck!" repeated the capta�n, R�chomme, to the porters.
He hastened the preparat�ons for the ascent, not w�sh�ng to be hard,
pretend�ng not to hear. However, the murmurs became so loud that
he was obl�ged to not�ce them. They were call�ng out beh�nd h�m that
th�s would not last always, and that one f�ne day the whole affa�r
would be smashed up.
"You're sens�ble," he sa�d to Maheu; "make them hold the�r tongues.
When one hasn't got power one must have sense."
But Maheu, who was gett�ng calm, and had at last become anx�ous,
d�d not �nterfere. Suddenly the vo�ces fell; Négrel and Dansaert,
return�ng from the�r �nspect�on, entered from a gallery, both of them
sweat�ng. The hab�t of d�sc�pl�ne made the men stand �n rows wh�le
the eng�neer passed through the group w�thout a word. He got �nto
one tram, and the head capta�n �nto another, the s�gnal was sounded
f�ve t�mes, r�ng�ng for the butcher's meat, as they sa�d for the
masters; and the cage flew up �n the a�r �n the m�dst of a gloomy
s�lence.



CHAPTER VI

As he ascended �n the cage heaped up w�th four others, Ét�enne
resolved to cont�nue h�s fam�shed course along the roads. One m�ght
as well d�e at once as go down to the bottom of that hell, where �t
was not even poss�ble to earn one's bread. Cather�ne, �n the tram
above h�m, was no longer at h�s s�de w�th her pleasant enervat�ng
warmth; and he preferred to avo�d fool�sh thoughts and to go away,
for w�th h�s w�der educat�on he felt noth�ng of the res�gnat�on of th�s
flock; he would end by strangl�ng one of the masters.
Suddenly he was bl�nded. The ascent had been so rap�d that he was
stunned by the dayl�ght, and h�s eyel�ds qu�vered �n the br�ghtness to
wh�ch he had already grown unaccustomed. It was none the less a
rel�ef to h�m to feel the cage settle on to the bars. A lander opened
the door, and a flood of workmen leapt out of the trams.
"I say, Mouquet," wh�spered Zachar�e �n the lander's ear, "are we off
to the Volcan to-n�ght?"
The Volcan was a café-concert at Montsou. Mouquet w�nked h�s left
eye w�th a s�lent laugh wh�ch made h�s jaws gape. Short and stout
l�ke h�s father, he had the �mpudent face of a fellow who devours
everyth�ng w�thout care for the morrow. Just then Mouquette came
out �n her turn, and he gave her a form�dable smack on the flank by
way of fraternal tenderness.
Ét�enne hardly recogn�zed the lofty nave of the rece�v�ng-hall, wh�ch
had before looked �mpos�ng �n the amb�guous l�ght of the lanterns. It
was s�mply bare and d�rty; a dull l�ght entered through the dusty
w�ndows. The eng�ne alone shone at the end w�th �ts copper; the
well-greased steel cables moved l�ke r�bbons soaked �n �nk, and the
pulleys above, the enormous scaffold wh�ch supported them, the
cages, the trams, all th�s prod�gal�ty of metal made the hall look
sombre w�th the�r hard grey tones of old �ron. W�thout ceas�ng, the
rumbl�ng of the wheels shook the metal floor; wh�le from the coal
thus put �n mot�on there arose a f�ne charcoal powder wh�ch
powdered black the so�l, the walls, even the jo�sts of the steeple.



But Chaval, after glanc�ng at the table of counters �n the rece�ver's
l�ttle glass off�ce, came back fur�ous. He had d�scovered that two of
the�r trams had been rejected, one because �t d�d not conta�n the
regulat�on amount, the other because the coal was not clean.
"Th�s f�n�shes the day," he cr�ed. "Twenty sous less aga�n! Th�s �s
because we take on lazy rascals who use the�r arms as a p�g does
h�s ta�l!"
And h�s s�delong look at Ét�enne completed h�s thought.
The latter was tempted to reply by a blow. Then he asked h�mself
what would be the use s�nce he was go�ng away. Th�s dec�ded h�m
absolutely.
"It's not poss�ble to do �t r�ght the f�rst day," sa�d Maheu, to restore
peace; "he'll do better to-morrow."
They were all none the less soured, and d�sturbed by the need to
quarrel. As they passed to the lamp cab�n to g�ve up the�r lamps,
Levaque began to abuse the lamp-man, whom he accused of not
properly clean�ng h�s lamp. They only slackened down a l�ttle �n the
shed where the f�re was st�ll burn�ng. It had even been too heav�ly
p�led up, for the stove was red and the vast room, w�thout a w�ndow,
seemed to be �n flames, to such a degree d�d the reflect�on make
bloody the walls. And there were grunts of joy, all the backs were
roasted at a d�stance t�ll they smoked l�ke soup. When the�r flanks
were burn�ng they cooked the�r bell�es. Mouquette had tranqu�lly let
down her breeches to dry her chem�se. Some lads were mak�ng fun
of her; they burst out laugh�ng because she suddenly showed them
her poster�or, a gesture wh�ch �n her was the extreme express�on of
contempt.
"I'm off," sa�d Chaval, who had shut up h�s tools �n h�s box.
No one moved. Only Mouquette hastened, and went out beh�nd h�m
on the pretext that they were both go�ng back to Montsou. But the
others went on jok�ng; they knew that he would have no more to do
w�th her.
Cather�ne, however, who seemed preoccup�ed, was speak�ng �n a
low vo�ce to her father. The latter was surpr�sed; then he agreed w�th



a nod; and call�ng Ét�enne to g�ve h�m back h�s bundle:
"L�sten," he sa�d: "you haven't a sou; you w�ll have t�me to starve
before the fortn�ght's out. Shall I try and get you cred�t somewhere?"
The young man stood for a moment confused. He had been just
about to cla�m h�s th�rty sous and go. But shame restra�ned h�m
before the young g�rl. She looked at h�m f�xedly; perhaps she would
th�nk he was sh�rk�ng the work.
"You know I can prom�se you noth�ng," Maheu went on. "They can
but refuse us."
Then Ét�enne consented. They would refuse. Bes�des, �t would b�nd
h�m to noth�ng, he could st�ll go away after hav�ng eaten someth�ng.
Then he was d�ssat�sf�ed at not hav�ng refused, see�ng Cather�ne's
joy, a pretty laugh, a look of fr�endsh�p, happy at hav�ng been useful
to h�m. What was the good of �t all?
When they had put on the�r sabots and shut the�r boxes, the Maheus
left the shed, follow�ng the�r comrades, who were leav�ng one by one
after they had warmed themselves. Ét�enne went beh�nd. Levaque
and h�s urch�n jo�ned the band. But as they crossed the screen�ng
place a scene of v�olence stopped them.
It was �n a vast shed, w�th beams blackened by the powder, and
large shutters, through wh�ch blew a constant current of a�r. The coal
trams arr�ved stra�ght from the rece�v�ng-room, and were then
overturned by the t�pp�ng-cradles on to hoppers, long �ron sl�des; and
to r�ght and to left of these the screeners, mounted on steps and
armed w�th shovels and rakes, separated the stone and swept
together the clean coal, wh�ch afterwards fell through funnels �nto the
ra�lway wagons beneath the shed.
Ph�loméne Levaque was there, th�n and pale, w�th the sheep-l�ke
face of a g�rl who spat blood. W�th head protected by a fragment of
blue wool, and hands and arms black to the elbows, she was
screen�ng beneath an old w�tch, the mother of P�erronne, the Brulé,
as she was called, w�th terr�ble owl's eyes, and a mouth drawn �n l�ke
a m�ser's purse. They were abus�ng each other, the young one
accus�ng the elder of rak�ng her stones so that she could not get a



basketful �n ten m�nutes. They were pa�d by the basket, and these
quarrels were constantly ar�s�ng. Ha�r was fly�ng, and hands were
mak�ng black marks on red faces.
"G�ve �t her bloody well!" cr�ed Zachar�e, from above, to h�s m�stress.
All the screeners laughed. But the Brulé turned snapp�shly on the
young man.
"Now, then, d�rty beast! You'd better to own the two k�ds you have
f�lled her w�th. Fancy that, a sl�p of e�ghteen, who can't stand
stra�ght!"
Maheu had to prevent h�s son from descend�ng to see, as he sa�d,
the colour of th�s carcass's sk�n.
A foreman came up and the rakes aga�n began to move the coal.
One could only see, all along the hoppers, the round backs of
women squabbl�ng �ncessantly over the stones.
Outs�de, the w�nd had suddenly qu�eted; a mo�st cold was fall�ng
from a grey sky. The coll�ers thrust out the�r shoulders, folded the�r
arms, and set forth �rregularly, w�th a roll�ng ga�t wh�ch made the�r
large bones stand out beneath the�r th�n garments. In the dayl�ght
they looked l�ke a band of Negroes thrown �nto the mud. Some of
them had not f�n�shed the�r br�cks; and the rema�ns of the bread
carr�ed between the sh�rt and the jacket made them humpbacked.
"Hallo! there's Bouteloup," sa�d Zachar�e, gr�nn�ng.
Levaque w�thout stopp�ng exchanged two sentences w�th h�s lodger,
a b�g dark fellow of th�rty-f�ve w�th a plac�d, honest a�r:
"Is the soup ready, Lou�s?"
"I bel�eve �t �s."
"Then the w�fe �s good-humoured to-day."
"Yes, I bel�eve she �s."
Other m�ners bound for the earth-cutt�ng came up, new bands wh�ch
one by one were engulfed �n the p�t. It was the three o'clock descent,
more men for the p�t to devour, the gangs who would replace the



sets of the p�kemen at the bottom of the passages. The m�ne never
rested; day and n�ght human �nsects were d�gg�ng out the rock s�x
hundred metres below the beetroot f�elds.
However, the youngsters went ahead. Jeanl�n conf�ded to Bébert a
compl�cated plan for gett�ng four sous' worth of tobacco on cred�t,
wh�le Lyd�e followed respectfully at a d�stance. Cather�ne came w�th
Zachar�e and Ét�enne. None of them spoke. And �t was only �n front
of the Avantage �nn that Maheu and Levaque rejo�ned them.
"Here we are," sa�d the former to Ét�enne; "w�ll you come �n?"
They separated. Cather�ne had stood a moment mot�onless, gaz�ng
once more at the young man w�th her large eyes full of green�sh
l�mp�d�ty l�ke spr�ng water, the crystal deepened the more by her
black face. She sm�led and d�sappeared w�th the others on the road
that led up to the settlement.
The �nn was s�tuated between the v�llage and the m�ne, at the
cross�ng of two roads. It was a two-stor�ed br�ck house, wh�tewashed
from top to bottom, enl�vened around the w�ndows by a broad pale-
blue border. On a square s�gn-board na�led above the door, one read
�n yellow letters: A l'Avantage, l�censed to Rasseneur. Beh�nd
stretched a sk�ttle-ground enclosed by a hedge. The Company, who
had done everyth�ng to buy up the property placed w�th�n �ts vast
terr�tory, was �n despa�r over th�s �nn �n the open f�elds, at the very
entrance of the Voreux.
"Go �n," sa�d Maheu to Ét�enne.
The l�ttle parlour was qu�te bare w�th �ts wh�te walls, �ts three tables
and �ts dozen cha�rs, �ts deal counter about the s�ze of a k�tchen
dresser. There were a dozen glasses at most, three bottles of
l�queur, a decanter, a small z�nc tank w�th a pewter tap to hold the
beer; and noth�ng else—not a f�gure, not a l�ttle table, not a game. In
the metal f�replace, wh�ch was br�ght and pol�shed, a coal f�re was
burn�ng qu�etly. On the flags a th�n layer of wh�te sand drank up the
constant mo�sture of th�s water-soaked land.
"A glass," ordered Maheu of a b�g fa�r g�rl, a ne�ghbour's daughter
who somet�mes took charge of the place. "Is Rasseneur �n?"



The g�rl turned the tap, reply�ng that the master would soon return. In
a long, slow gulp, the m�ner empt�ed half h�s glass to sweep away
the dust wh�ch f�lled h�s throat. He offered noth�ng to h�s compan�on.
One other customer, a damp and besmeared m�ner, was seated
before the table, dr�nk�ng h�s beer �n s�lence, w�th an a�r of deep
med�tat�on. A th�rd entered, was served �n response to a gesture,
pa�d and went away w�thout utter�ng a word.
But a stout man of th�rty-e�ght, w�th a round shaven face and a good-
natured sm�le, now appeared. It was Rasseneur, a former p�keman
whom the Company had d�sm�ssed three years ago, after a str�ke. A
very good workman, he could speak well, put h�mself at the head of
every oppos�t�on, and had at last become the ch�ef of the
d�scontented. H�s w�fe already held a l�cense, l�ke many m�ners'
w�ves; and when he was thrown on to the street he became an
�nnkeeper h�mself; hav�ng found the money, he placed h�s �nn �n front
of the Voreux as a provocat�on to the Company. Now h�s house had
prospered; �t had become a centre, and he was enr�ched by the
an�mos�ty he had gradually fostered �n the hearts of h�s old
comrades.
"Th�s �s a lad I h�red th�s morn�ng," sa�d Maheu at once. "Have you
got one of your two rooms free, and w�ll you g�ve h�m cred�t for a
fortn�ght?"
Rasseneur's broad face suddenly expressed great susp�c�on. He
exam�ned Ét�enne w�th a glance, and repl�ed, w�thout g�v�ng h�mself
the trouble to express any regret:
"My two rooms are taken. Can't do �t."
The young man expected th�s refusal; but �t hurt h�m nevertheless,
and he was surpr�sed at the sudden gr�ef he exper�enced �n go�ng.
No matter; he would go when he had rece�ved h�s th�rty sous. The
m�ner who was dr�nk�ng at a table had left. Others, one by one,
cont�nued to come �n to clear the�r throats, then went on the�r road
w�th the same slouch�ng ga�t. It was a s�mple sw�ll�ng w�thout joy or
pass�on, the s�lent sat�sfact�on of a need.



"Then, there's no news?" Rasseneur asked �n a pecul�ar tone of
Maheu, who was f�n�sh�ng h�s beer �n small gulps.
The latter turned h�s head, and saw that only Ét�enne was near.
"There's been more squabbl�ng. Yes, about the t�mber�ng." He told
the story. The �nnkeeper's face reddened, swell�ng w�th emot�on,
wh�ch flamed �n h�s sk�n and eyes. At last he broke out:
"Well, well! �f they dec�de to lower the pr�ce they are done for."
Ét�enne constra�ned h�m. However he went on, throw�ng s�delong
glances �n h�s d�rect�on. And there were ret�cences, and �mpl�cat�ons;
he was talk�ng of the manager, M. Hennebeau, of h�s w�fe, of h�s
nephew, the l�ttle Négrel, w�thout nam�ng them, repeat�ng that th�s
could not go on, that th�ngs were bound to smash up one of these
f�ne days. The m�sery was too great; and he spoke of the workshops
that were clos�ng, the workers who were go�ng away. Dur�ng the last
month he had g�ven more than s�x pounds of bread a day. He had
heard the day before, that M. Deneul�n, the owner of a ne�ghbour�ng
p�t, could scarcely keep go�ng. He had also rece�ved a letter from
L�lle full of d�sturb�ng deta�ls.
"You know," he wh�spered, "�t comes from that person you saw here
one even�ng."
But he was �nterrupted. H�s w�fe entered �n her turn, a tall woman,
lean and keen, w�th a long nose and v�olet cheeks. She was a much
more rad�cal pol�t�c�an than her husband.
"Pluchart's letter," she sa�d. "Ah! �f that fellow was master th�ngs
would soon go better."
Ét�enne had been l�sten�ng for a moment; he understood and
became exc�ted over these �deas of m�sery and revenge. Th�s name,
suddenly uttered, caused h�m to start. He sa�d aloud, as �f �n sp�te of
h�mself:
"I know h�m—Pluchart."
They looked at h�m. He had to add:



"Yes, I am an eng�ne-man: he was my foreman at L�lle. A capable
man. I have often talked w�th h�m."
Rasseneur exam�ned h�m afresh; and there was a rap�d change on
h�s face, a sudden sympathy. At last he sa�d to h�s w�fe:
"It's Maheu who br�ngs me th�s gentleman, one of h�s putters, to see
�f there �s a room for h�m upsta�rs, and �f we can g�ve h�m cred�t for a
fortn�ght."
Then the matter was settled �n four words. There was a room; the
lodger had left that morn�ng. And the �nnkeeper, who was very
exc�ted, talked more freely, repeat�ng that he only asked poss�b�l�t�es
from the masters, w�thout demand�ng, l�ke so many others, th�ngs
that were too hard to get. H�s w�fe shrugged her shoulders and
demanded just�ce, absolutely.
"Good even�ng," �nterrupted Maheu. "All that won't prevent men from
go�ng down, and as long as they go there w�ll be people work�ng
themselves to death. Look how fresh you are, these three years that
you've been out of �t."
"Yes, I'm very much better," declared Rasseneur, complacently.
Ét�enne went as far as the door, thank�ng the m�ner, who was
leav�ng; but the latter nodded h�s head w�thout add�ng a word, and
the young man watched h�m pa�nfully cl�mb up the road to the
settlement. Madame Rasseneur, occup�ed w�th serv�ng customers,
asked h�m to wa�t a m�nute, when she would show h�m h�s room,
where he could clean h�mself. Should he rema�n? He aga�n felt
hes�tat�on, a d�scomfort wh�ch made h�m regret the freedom of the
open road, the hunger beneath the sun, endured w�th the joy of
be�ng one's own master. It seemed to h�m that he had l�ved years
from h�s arr�val on the p�t-bank, �n the m�dst of squalls, to those hours
passed under the earth on h�s belly �n the black passages. And he
shrank from beg�nn�ng aga�n; �t was unjust and too hard. H�s man's
pr�de revolted at the �dea of becom�ng a crushed and bl�nded beast.
Wh�le Ét�enne was thus debat�ng w�th h�mself, h�s eyes, wander�ng
over the �mmense pla�n, gradually began to see �t clearly. He was
surpr�sed; he had not �mag�ned the hor�zon was l�ke th�s, when old



Bonnemort had po�nted �t out to h�m �n the darkness. Before h�m he
pla�nly saw the Voreux �n a fold of the earth, w�th �ts wood and br�ck
bu�ld�ngs, the tarred screen�ng-shed, the slate-covered steeple, the
eng�ne-room and the tall, pale red ch�mney, all massed together w�th
that ev�l a�r. But around these bu�ld�ngs the space extended, and he
had not �mag�ned �t so large, changed �nto an �nky sea by the
ascend�ng waves of coal soot, br�stl�ng w�th h�gh trestles wh�ch
carr�ed the ra�ls of the foot-br�dges, encumbered �n one corner w�th
the t�mber supply, wh�ch looked l�ke the harvest of a mown forest.
Towards the r�ght the p�t-bank h�d the v�ew, colossal as a barr�cade of
g�ants, already covered w�th grass �n �ts older part, consumed at the
other end by an �nter�or f�re wh�ch had been burn�ng for a year w�th a
th�ck smoke, leav�ng at the surface �n the m�dst of the pale grey of
the slates and sandstones long tra�ls of bleed�ng rust. Then the f�elds
unrolled, the endless f�elds of wheat and beetroot, naked at th�s
season of the year, marshes w�th scanty vegetat�on, cut by a few
stunted w�llows, d�stant meadows separated by slender rows of
poplars. Very far away l�ttle pale patches �nd�cated towns,
March�ennes to the north, Montsou to the south; wh�le the forest of
Vandame to the east bordered the hor�zon w�th the v�olet l�ne of �ts
leafless trees. And beneath the l�v�d sky, �n the fa�nt dayl�ght of th�s
w�nter afternoon, �t seemed as �f all the blackness of the Voreux, and
all �ts fly�ng coal dust, had fallen upon the pla�n, powder�ng the trees,
sand�ng the roads, sow�ng the earth.
Ét�enne looked, and what espec�ally surpr�sed h�m was a canal, the
canal�zed stream of the Scarpe, wh�ch he had not seen �n the n�ght.
From the Voreux to March�ennes th�s canal ran stra�ght, l�ke a dull
s�lver r�bbon two leagues long, an avenue l�ned by large trees, ra�sed
above the low earth, thread�ng �nto space w�th the perspect�ve of �ts
green banks, �ts pale water �nto wh�ch gl�ded the verm�l�on of the
boats. Near one p�t there was a wharf w�th moored vessels wh�ch
were laden d�rectly from the trams at the foot-br�dges. Afterwards the
canal made a curve, slop�ng by the marshes; and the whole soul of
that smooth pla�n appeared to l�e �n th�s geometr�cal stream, wh�ch
traversed �t l�ke a great road, cart�ng coal and �ron.



Ét�enne's glance went up from the canal to the settlement bu�lt on
the he�ght, of wh�ch he could only d�st�ngu�sh the red t�les. Then h�s
eyes rested aga�n at the bottom of the clay slope, towards the
Voreux, on two enormous masses of br�cks made and burnt on the
spot. A branch of the Company's ra�lroad passed beh�nd a pal�ng, for
the use of the p�t. They must be send�ng down the last m�ners to the
earth-cutt�ng. Only one shr�ll note came from a truck pushed by men.
One felt no longer the unknown darkness, the �nexpl�cable thunder,
the flam�ng of myster�ous stars. Afar, the blast furnaces and the coke
k�lns had paled w�th the dawn. There only rema�ned, unceas�ngly, the
escapement of the pump, always breath�ng w�th the same th�ck, long
breath, the ogre's breath of wh�ch he could now see the grey steam,
and wh�ch noth�ng could sat�ate.
Then Ét�enne suddenly made up h�s m�nd. Perhaps he seemed to
see aga�n Cather�ne's clear eyes, up there, at the entrance to the
settlement. Perhaps, rather, �t was the w�nd of revolt wh�ch came
from the Voreux. He d�d not know, but he w�shed to go down aga�n to
the m�ne, to suffer and to f�ght. And he thought f�ercely of those
people Bonnemort had talked of, the crouch�ng and sated god, to
whom ten thousand starv�ng men gave the�r flesh w�thout know�ng �t.

PART TWO

CHAPTER I

The Grégo�res' property, P�ola�ne, was s�tuated two k�lometres to the
east of Montsou, on the Jo�selle road. The house was a large square
bu�ld�ng, w�thout style, dat�ng from the beg�nn�ng of the last century.
Of all the land that once belonged to �t there only rema�ned some
th�rty hectares, enclosed by walls, and easy to keep up. The orchard
and k�tchen garden espec�ally were everywhere spoken of, be�ng



famous for the f�nest fru�t and vegetables �n the country. For the rest,
there was no park, only a small wood. The avenue of old l�mes, a
vault of fol�age three hundred metres long, reach�ng from the gate to
the porch, was one of the cur�os�t�es of th�s bare pla�n, on wh�ch one
could count the large trees between March�ennes and Beaugn�es.
On that morn�ng the Grégo�res got up at e�ght o'clock. Usually they
never st�rred unt�l an hour later, be�ng heavy sleepers; but last n�ght's
tempest had d�sturbed them. And wh�le her husband had gone at
once to see �f the w�nd had made any havoc, Madame Grégo�re went
down to the k�tchen �n her sl�ppers and flannel dress�ng-gown. She
was short and stout, about f�fty-e�ght years of age, and reta�ned a
broad, surpr�sed, doll�sh face beneath the dazzl�ng wh�teness of her
ha�r.
"Mélan�e," she sa�d to the cook, "suppose you were to make the
br�oche th�s morn�ng, s�nce the dough �s ready. Mademo�selle w�ll not
get up for half an hour yet, and she can eat �t w�th her chocolate. Eh?
It w�ll be a surpr�se."
The cook, a lean old woman who had served them for th�rty years,
laughed.
"That's true! �t w�ll be a famous surpr�se. My stove �s al�ght, and the
oven must be hot; and then Honor�ne can help me a b�t."
Honor�ne, a g�rl of some twenty years, who had been taken �n as a
ch�ld and brought up �n the house, now acted as housema�d. Bes�des
these two women, the only other servant was the coachman,
Franc�s, who undertook the heavy work. A gardener and h�s w�fe
were occup�ed w�th the vegetables, the fru�t, the flowers, and the
poultry-yard. And as serv�ce here was patr�archal, th�s l�ttle world
l�ved together, l�ke one large fam�ly, on very good terms.
Madame Grégo�re, who had planned th�s surpr�se of the br�oche �n
bed, wa�ted to see the dough put �n the oven. The k�tchen was very
large, and one guessed �t was the most �mportant room �n the house
by �ts extreme cleanl�ness and by the arsenal of saucepans, utens�ls,
and pots wh�ch f�lled �t. It gave an �mpress�on of good feed�ng.
Prov�s�ons abounded, hang�ng from hooks or �n cupboards.



"And let �t be well glazed, won't you?" Madame Grégo�re sa�d as she
passed �nto the d�n�ng-room.
In sp�te of the hot-a�r stove wh�ch warmed the whole house, a coal
f�re enl�vened th�s room. In other respects �t exh�b�ted no luxury; a
large table, cha�rs, a mahogany s�deboard; only two deep easy-
cha�rs betrayed a love of comfort, long happy hours of d�gest�on.
They never went �nto the draw�ng-room, they rema�ned here �n a
fam�ly c�rcle.
Just then M. Grégo�re came back dressed �n a th�ck fust�an jacket;
he also was ruddy for h�s s�xty years, w�th large, good-natured,
honest features beneath the snow of h�s curly ha�r. He had seen the
coachman and the gardener; there had been no damage of
�mportance, noth�ng but a fallen ch�mney-pot. Every morn�ng he l�ked
to g�ve a glance round P�ola�ne, wh�ch was not large enough to
cause h�m anx�ety, and from wh�ch he der�ved all the happ�ness of
ownersh�p.
"And Céc�le?" he asked, "�sn't she up yet then?"
"I can't make �t out," repl�ed h�s w�fe. "I thought I heard her mov�ng."
The table was set; there were three cups on the wh�te cloth. They
sent Honor�ne to see what had become of mademo�selle. But she
came back �mmed�ately, restra�n�ng her laughter, st�fl�ng her vo�ce, as
�f she were st�ll upsta�rs �n the bedroom.
"Oh! �f mons�eur and madame could see mademo�selle! She sleeps;
oh! she sleeps l�ke an angel. One can't �mag�ne �t! It's a pleasure to
look at her."
The father and mother exchanged tender looks. He sa�d, sm�l�ng:
"W�ll you come and see?"
"The poor l�ttle darl�ng!" she murmured. "I'll come."



And they went up together. The room was the only luxur�ous one �n
the house. It was draped �n blue s�lk, and the furn�ture was lacquered
wh�te, w�th blue tracery—a spo�lt ch�ld's wh�m, wh�ch her parents had
grat�f�ed. In the vague wh�teness of the bed, beneath the half-l�ght
wh�ch came through a curta�n that was drawn back, the young g�rl
was sleep�ng w�th her cheek rest�ng on her naked arm. She was not
pretty, too healthy, �n too v�gorous cond�t�on, fully developed at
e�ghteen; but she had superb flesh, the freshness of m�lk, w�th her
chestnut ha�r, her round face, and l�ttle w�llful nose lost between her
cheeks. The coverlet had sl�pped down, and she was breath�ng so
softly that her resp�rat�on d�d not even l�ft her already well-developed
bosom.
"That horr�ble w�nd must have prevented her from clos�ng her eyes,"
sa�d the mother softly.
The father �mposed s�lence w�th a gesture. Both of them leant down
and gazed w�th adorat�on on th�s g�rl, �n her v�rg�n nakedness, whom
they had des�red so long, and who had come so late, when they had
no longer hoped for her. They found her perfect, not at all too fat,
and could never feed her suff�c�ently. And she went on sleep�ng,
w�thout feel�ng them near her, w�th the�r faces aga�nst hers. However,
a sl�ght movement d�sturbed her mot�onless face. They feared that
they would wake her, and went out on t�ptoe.
"Hush!" sa�d M. Grégo�re, at the door. "If she has not slept we must
leave her sleep�ng."
"As long as she l�kes, the darl�ng!" agreed Madame Grégo�re. "We
w�ll wa�t."
They went down and seated themselves �n the easy-cha�rs �n the
d�n�ng-room; wh�le the servants, laugh�ng at mademo�selle's sound
sleep, kept the chocolate on the stove w�thout grumbl�ng. He took up
a newspaper; she kn�tted at a large woollen qu�lt. It was very hot,
and not a sound was heard �n the s�lent house.
The Grégo�res' fortune, about forty thousand francs a year, was
ent�rely �nvested �n a share of the Montsou m�nes. They would



complacently narrate �ts or�g�n, wh�ch dated from the very format�on
of the Company.
Towards the beg�nn�ng of the last century, there had been a mad
search for coal between L�lle and Valenc�ennes. The success of
those who held the concess�on, wh�ch was afterwards to become the
Anz�n Company, had turned all heads. In every commune the ground
was tested; and soc�et�es were formed and concess�ons grew up �n a
n�ght. But among all the obst�nate seekers of that epoch, Baron
Desrumaux had certa�nly left the reputat�on for the most hero�c
�ntell�gence. For forty years he had struggled w�thout y�eld�ng, �n the
m�dst of cont�nual obstacles: early searches unsuccessful, new p�ts
abandoned at the end of long months of work, landsl�ps wh�ch f�lled
up bor�ngs, sudden �nundat�ons wh�ch drowned the workmen,
hundreds of thousands of francs thrown �nto the earth; then the
squabbles of the management, the pan�cs of the shareholders, the
struggle w�th the lords of the so�l, who were resolved not to
recogn�ze royal concess�ons �f no treaty was f�rst made w�th
themselves. He had at last founded the assoc�at�on of Desrumaux,
Fauqueno�x and Co. to explo�t the Montsou concess�on, and the p�ts
began to y�eld a small prof�t when two ne�ghbour�ng concess�ons,
that of Cougny, belong�ng to the Comte de Cougny, and that of
Jo�selle, belong�ng to the Corn�lle and Jenard Company, had nearly
overwhelmed h�m beneath the terr�ble assault of the�r compet�t�on.
Happ�ly, on the 25th August 1760, a treaty was made between the
three concess�ons, un�t�ng them �nto a s�ngle one. The Montsou
M�n�ng Company was created, such as �t st�ll ex�sts to-day. In the
d�str�but�on they had d�v�ded the total property, accord�ng to the
standard of the money of the t�me, �nto twenty-four sous, of wh�ch
each was subd�v�ded �nto twelve den�ers, wh�ch made two hundred
and e�ghty-e�ght den�ers; and as the den�er was worth ten thousand
francs the cap�tal represented a sum of nearly three m�ll�ons.
Desrumaux, dy�ng but tr�umphant, rece�ved �n th�s d�v�s�on s�x sous
and three den�ers.
In those days the baron possessed P�ola�ne, wh�ch had three
hundred hectares belong�ng to �t, and he had �n h�s serv�ce as
steward Honoré Grégo�re, a P�cardy lad, the great-grandfather of



Léon Grégo�re, Céc�le's father. When the Montsou treaty was made,
Honoré, who had la�d up sav�ngs to the amount of some f�fty
thousand francs, y�elded trembl�ngly to h�s master's unshakable fa�th.
He took out ten thousand francs �n f�ne crowns, and took a den�er,
though w�th the fear of robb�ng h�s ch�ldren of that sum. H�s son
Eugéne, �n fact, rece�ved very small d�v�dends; and as he had
become a bourgeo�s and had been fool�sh enough to throw away the
other forty thousand francs of the paternal �nher�tance �n a company
that came to gr�ef, he l�ved meanly enough. But the �nterest of the
den�er gradually �ncreased. The fortune began w�th Fél�c�en, who
was able to real�ze a dream w�th wh�ch h�s grandfather, the old
steward, had nursed h�s ch�ldhood—the purchase of d�smembered
P�ola�ne, wh�ch he acqu�red as nat�onal property for a lud�crous sum.
However, bad years followed. It was necessary to awa�t the
conclus�on of the revolut�onary catastrophes, and afterwards
Napoleon's bloody fall; and �t was Léon Grégo�re who prof�ted at a
stupefy�ng rate of progress by the t�m�d and uneasy �nvestment of h�s
great-grandfather. Those poor ten thousand francs grew and
mult�pl�ed w�th the Company's prosper�ty. From 1820 they had
brought �n one hundred per cent, ten thousand francs. In 1844 they
had produced twenty thousand; �n 1850, forty. Dur�ng two years the
d�v�dend had reached the prod�g�ous f�gure of f�fty thousand francs;
the value of the den�er, quoted at the L�lle bourse at a m�ll�on, had
centupled �n a century.
M. Grégo�re, who had been adv�sed to sell out when th�s f�gure of a
m�ll�on was reached, had refused w�th h�s sm�l�ng paternal a�r. S�x
months later an �ndustr�al cr�s�s broke out; the den�er fell to s�x
hundred thousand francs. But he st�ll sm�led; he regretted noth�ng,
for the Grégo�res had ma�nta�ned an obst�nate fa�th �n the�r m�ne. It
would r�se aga�n: God H�mself was not so sol�d. Then w�th h�s
rel�g�ous fa�th was m�xed profound grat�tude towards an �nvestment
wh�ch for a century had supported the fam�ly �n do�ng noth�ng. It was
l�ke a d�v�n�ty of the�r own, whom the�r ego�sm surrounded w�th a k�nd
of worsh�p, the benefactor of the hearth, lull�ng them �n the�r great
bed of �dleness, fatten�ng them at the�r gluttonous table. From father
to son �t had gone on. Why r�sk d�spleas�ng fate by doubt�ng �t? And
at the bottom of the�r f�del�ty there was a superst�t�ous terror, a fear



lest the m�ll�on of the den�er m�ght suddenly melt away �f they were to
real�ze �t and to put �t �n a drawer. It seemed to them more sheltered
�n the earth, from wh�ch a race of m�ners, generat�ons of starv�ng
people, extracted �t for them, a l�ttle every day, as they needed �t.
For the rest, happ�ness ra�ned on th�s house. M. Grégo�re, when very
young, had marr�ed the daughter of a March�ennes drugg�st, a pla�n,
penn�less g�rl, whom he adored, and who repa�d h�m w�th happ�ness.
She shut herself up �n her household, and worsh�pped her husband,
hav�ng no other w�ll but h�s. No d�fference of tastes separated them,
the�r des�res were m�ngled �n one �dea of comfort; and they had thus
l�ved for forty years, �n affect�on and l�ttle mutual serv�ces. It was a
well-regulated ex�stence; the forty thousand francs were spent
qu�etly, and the sav�ngs expended on Céc�le, whose tardy b�rth had
for a moment d�sturbed the budget. They st�ll sat�sf�ed all her wh�ms
—a second horse, two more carr�ages, to�lets sent from Par�s. But
they tasted �n th�s one more joy; they thought noth�ng too good for
the�r daughter, although they had such a horror of d�splay that they
had preserved the fash�ons of the�r youth. Every unprof�table
expense seemed fool�sh to them.
Suddenly the door opened, and a loud vo�ce called out:
"Hallo! What now? Hav�ng breakfast w�thout me!"
It was Céc�le, just come from her bed, her eyes heavy w�th sleep.
She had s�mply put up her ha�r and flung on a wh�te woollen
dress�ng-gown.
"No, no!" sa�d the mother; "you see we are all wa�t�ng. Eh? has the
w�nd prevented you from sleep�ng, poor darl�ng?"
The young g�rl looked at her �n great surpr�se.
"Has �t been w�ndy? I d�dn't know anyth�ng about �t. I haven't moved
all n�ght."
Then they thought th�s funny, and all three began to laugh; the
servants who were br�ng�ng �n the breakfast also broke out laugh�ng,
so amused was the household at the �dea that mademo�selle had
been sleep�ng for twelve hours r�ght off. The s�ght of the br�oche
completed the expans�on of the�r faces.



"What! Is �t cooked, then?" sa�d Céc�le; "that must be a surpr�se for
me! That'll be good now, hot, w�th the chocolate!"
They sat down to table at last w�th the smok�ng chocolate �n the�r
cups, and for a long t�me talked of noth�ng but the br�oche. Mélan�e
and Honor�ne rema�ned to g�ve deta�ls about the cook�ng and
watched them stuff�ng themselves w�th greasy l�ps, say�ng that �t was
a pleasure to make a cake when one saw the masters enjoy�ng �t so
much.
But the dogs began to bark loudly; perhaps they announced the
mus�c m�stress, who came from March�ennes on Mondays and
Fr�days. A professor of l�terature also came. All the young g�rl's
educat�on was thus carr�ed on at P�ola�ne �n happy �gnorance, w�th
her ch�ld�sh wh�ms, throw�ng the book out of the w�ndow as soon as
anyth�ng wear�ed her.
"It �s M. Deneul�n," sa�d Honor�ne, return�ng.
Beh�nd her, Deneul�n, a cous�n of M. Grégo�re's, appeared w�thout
ceremony; w�th h�s loud vo�ce, h�s qu�ck gestures, he had the
appearance of an old cavalry off�cer. Although over f�fty, h�s short ha�r
and th�ck moustache were as black as �nk.
"Yes! It �s I. Good day! Don't d�sturb yourselves."
He had sat down am�d the fam�ly's exclamat�ons. They turned back
at last to the�r chocolate.
"Have you anyth�ng to tell me?" asked M. Grégo�re.
"No! noth�ng at all," Deneul�n hastened to reply. "I came out on
horseback to rub off the rust a b�t, and as I passed your door I
thought I would just look �n."
Céc�le quest�oned h�m about Jeanne and Luc�e, h�s daughters. They
were perfectly well, the f�rst was always at her pa�nt�ng, wh�le the
other, the elder, was tra�n�ng her vo�ce at the p�ano from morn�ng t�ll
n�ght. And there was a sl�ght qu�ver �n h�s vo�ce, a d�squ�et wh�ch he
concealed beneath bursts of ga�ety.
M. Grégo�re began aga�n:



"And everyth�ng goes well at the p�t?"
"Well, I am upset over th�s d�rty cr�s�s. Ah! we are pay�ng for the
prosperous years! They have bu�lt too many workshops, put down
too many ra�lways, �nvested too much cap�tal w�th a v�ew to a large
return, and today the money �s asleep. They can't get any more to
make the whole th�ng work. Luck�ly th�ngs are not desperate; I shall
get out of �t somehow."
L�ke h�s cous�n he had �nher�ted a den�er �n the Montsou m�nes. But
be�ng an enterpr�s�ng eng�neer, tormented by the des�re for a royal
fortune, he had hastened to sell out when the den�er had reached a
m�ll�on. For some months he had been matur�ng a scheme. H�s w�fe
possessed, through an uncle, the l�ttle concess�on of Vandame,
where only two p�ts were open—Jean-Bart and Gaston-Mar�e—�n an
abandoned state, and w�th such defect�ve mater�al that the output
hardly covered the cost. Now he was med�tat�ng the repa�r of Jean-
Bart, the renewal of the eng�ne, and the enlargement of the shaft so
as to fac�l�tate the descent, keep�ng Gaston-Mar�e only for
exhaust�on purposes. They ought to be able to shovel up gold there,
he sa�d. The �dea was sound. Only the m�ll�on had been spent over
�t, and th�s damnable �ndustr�al cr�s�s broke out at the moment when
large prof�ts would have shown that he was r�ght. Bes�des, he was a
bad manager, w�th a rough k�ndness towards h�s workmen, and
s�nce h�s w�fe's death he allowed h�mself to be p�llaged, and also
gave the re�n to h�s daughters, the elder of whom talked of go�ng on
the stage, wh�le the younger had already had three landscapes
refused at the Salon, both of them joyous am�d the downfall, and
exh�b�t�ng �n poverty the�r capac�ty for good household management.
"You see, Léon," he went on, �n a hes�tat�ng vo�ce, "you were wrong
not to sell out at the same t�me as I d�d; now everyth�ng �s go�ng
down. You run r�sk, and �f you had conf�ded your money to me you
would have seen what we should have done at Vandame �n our
m�ne!"
M. Grégo�re f�n�shed h�s chocolate w�thout haste. He repl�ed
peacefully:



"Never! You know that I don't want to speculate. I l�ve qu�etly, and �t
would be too fool�sh to worry my head over bus�ness affa�rs. And as
for Montsou, �t may cont�nue to go down, we shall always get our
l�v�ng out of �t. It doesn't do to be so d�abol�cally greedy! Then, l�sten,
�t �s you who w�ll b�te your f�ngers one day, for Montsou w�ll r�se aga�n
and Céc�le's grandch�ldren w�ll st�ll get the�r wh�te bread out of �t."
Deneul�n l�stened w�th a constra�ned sm�le.
"Then," he murmured, "�f I were to ask you to put a hundred
thousand francs �n my affa�r you would refuse?"
But see�ng the Grégo�res' d�sturbed faces he regretted hav�ng gone
so far; he put off h�s �dea of a loan, reserv�ng �t unt�l the case was
desperate.
"Oh! I have not got to that! �t �s a joke. Good heavens! Perhaps you
are r�ght; the money that other people earn for you �s the best to
fatten on."
They changed the conversat�on. Céc�le spoke aga�n of her cous�ns,
whose tastes �nterested, wh�le at the same t�me they shocked her.
Madame Grégo�re prom�sed to take her daughter to see those dear
l�ttle ones on the f�rst f�ne day. M. Grégo�re, however, w�th a
d�stracted a�r, d�d not follow the conversat�on. He added aloud:
"If I were �n your place I wouldn't pers�st any more; I would treat w�th
Montsou. They want �t, and you w�ll get your money back."
He alluded to an old hatred wh�ch ex�sted between the concess�on of
Montsou and that of Vandame. In sp�te of the latter's sl�ght
�mportance, �ts powerful ne�ghbour was enraged at see�ng, enclosed
w�th�n �ts own s�xty-seven communes, th�s square league wh�ch d�d
not belong to �t, and after hav�ng va�nly tr�ed to k�ll �t had plotted to
buy �t at a low pr�ce when �n a fa�l�ng cond�t�on. The war cont�nued
w�thout truce. Each party stopped �ts galler�es at two hundred metres
from the other; �t was a duel to the last drop of blood, although the
managers and eng�neers ma�nta�ned pol�te relat�ons w�th each other.
Deneul�n's eyes had flamed up.



"Never!" he cr�ed, �n h�s turn. "Montsou shall never have Vandame as
long as I am al�ve. I d�ned on Thursday at Hennebeau's, and I saw
h�m flutter�ng around me. Last autumn, when the b�g men came to
the adm�n�strat�on bu�ld�ng, they made me all sorts of advances. Yes,
yes, I know them—those marqu�ses, and dukes, and generals, and
m�n�sters! Br�gands who would take away even your sh�rt at the
corner of a wood."
He could not cease. Bes�des, M. Grégo�re d�d not defend the
adm�n�strat�on of Montsou—the s�x stewards establ�shed by the
treaty of 1760, who governed the Company despot�cally, and the f�ve
surv�vors of whom on every death chose the new member among
the powerful and r�ch shareholders. The op�n�on of the owner of
P�ola�ne, w�th h�s reasonable �deas, was that these gentlemen were
somet�mes rather �mmoderate �n the�r exaggerated love of money.
Mélan�e had come to clear away the table. Outs�de the dogs were
aga�n bark�ng, and Honor�ne was go�ng to the door, when Céc�le,
who was st�fled by heat and food, left the table.
"No, never m�nd! �t must be for my lesson."
Deneul�n had also r�sen. He watched the young g�rl go out, and
asked, sm�l�ng:
"Well! and the marr�age w�th l�ttle Négrel?"
"Noth�ng has been settled," sa�d Madame Grégo�re; "�t �s only an
�dea. We must reflect."
"No doubt!" he went on, w�th a gay laugh. "I bel�eve that the nephew
and the aunt— What baffles me �s that Madame Hennebeau should
throw herself so on Céc�le's neck."
But M. Grégo�re was �nd�gnant. So d�st�ngu�shed a lady, and fourteen
years older than the young man! It was monstrous; he d�d not l�ke
jok�ng on such subjects. Deneul�n, st�ll laugh�ng, shook hands w�th
h�m and left.
"Not yet," sa�d Céc�le, com�ng back. "It �s that woman w�th the two
ch�ldren. You know, mamma, the m�ner's w�fe whom we met. Are
they to come �n here?"



They hes�tated. Were they very d�rty? No, not very; and they would
leave the�r sabots �n the porch. Already the father and mother had
stretched themselves out �n the depths of the�r large easy-cha�rs.
They were d�gest�ng there. The fear of change of a�r dec�ded them.
"Let them come �n, Honor�ne."
Then Maheude and her l�ttle ones entered, frozen and hungry,
se�zed by fr�ght on f�nd�ng themselves �n th�s room, wh�ch was so
warm and smelled so n�cely of the br�oche.

CHAPTER II

The room rema�ned shut up and the shutters had allowed gradual
streaks of dayl�ght to form a fan on the ce�l�ng. The conf�ned a�r
stupef�ed them so that they cont�nued the�r n�ght's slumber: Lénore
and Henr� �n each other's arms, Alz�re w�th her head back, ly�ng on
her hump; wh�le Father Bonnemort, hav�ng the bed of Zachar�e and
Jeanl�n to h�mself, snored w�th open mouth. No sound came from the
closet where Maheude had gone to sleep aga�n wh�le suckl�ng
Estelle, her breast hang�ng to one s�de, the ch�ld ly�ng across her
belly, stuffed w�th m�lk, overcome also and st�fl�ng �n the soft flesh of
the bosom.
The clock below struck s�x. Along the front of the settlement one
heard the sound of doors, then the clatter of sabots along the
pavements; the screen�ng women were go�ng to the p�t. And s�lence
aga�n fell unt�l seven o'clock. Then shutters were drawn back, yawns
and coughs were heard through the walls. For a long t�me a coffee-
m�ll scraped, but no one awoke �n the room.
Suddenly a sound of blows and shouts, far away, made Alz�re s�t up.
She was consc�ous of the t�me, and ran barefooted to shake her
mother.
"Mother, mother, �t �s late! you have to go out. Take care, you are
crush�ng Estelle."



And she saved the ch�ld, half-st�fled beneath the enormous mass of
the breasts.
"Good grac�ous!" stammered Maheude, rubb�ng her eyes, "I'm so
knocked up I could sleep all day. Dress Lénore and Henr�, I'll take
them w�th me; and you can take care of Estelle; I don't want to drag
her along for fear of hurt�ng her, th�s dog's weather."
She hast�ly washed herself and put on an old blue sk�rt, her cleanest,
and a loose jacket of grey wool �n wh�ch she had made two patches
the even�ng before.
"And the soup! Good grac�ous!" she muttered aga�n.
When her mother had gone down, upsett�ng everyth�ng, Alz�re went
back �nto the room tak�ng w�th her Estelle, who had begun
scream�ng. But she was used to the l�ttle one's rages; at e�ght she
had all a woman's tender cunn�ng �n sooth�ng and amus�ng her. She
gently placed her �n her st�ll warm bed, and put her to sleep aga�n,
g�v�ng her a f�nger to suck. It was t�me, for now another d�sturbance
broke out, and she had to make peace between Lénore and Henr�,
who at last awoke. These ch�ldren could never get on together; �t
was only when they were asleep that they put the�r arms round one
another's necks. The g�rl, who was s�x years old, as soon as she was
awake set on the boy, her jun�or by two years, who rece�ved her
blows w�thout return�ng them. Both of them had the same k�nd of
head, wh�ch was too large for them, as �f blown out, w�th d�sorderly
yellow ha�r. Alz�re had to pull her s�ster by the legs, threaten�ng to
take the sk�n off her bottom. Then there was stamp�ng over the
wash�ng, and over every garment that she put on to them. The
shutters rema�ned closed so as not to d�sturb Father Bonnemort's
sleep. He went on snor�ng am�d the ch�ldren's fr�ghtful clatter.
"It's ready. Are you com�ng, up there?" shouted Maheude.
She had put back the bl�nds, and st�rred up the f�re, add�ng some
coal to �t. Her hope was that the old man had not swallowed all the
soup. But she found the saucepan dry, and cooked a handful of
verm�cell� wh�ch she had been keep�ng for three days �n reserve.
They could swallow �t w�th water, w�thout butter, as there could not



be any rema�n�ng from the day before, and she was surpr�sed to f�nd
that Cather�ne �n prepar�ng the br�cks had performed the m�racle of
leav�ng a p�ece as large as a nut. But th�s t�me the cupboard was
�ndeed empty: noth�ng, not a crust, not an odd fragment, not a bone
to gnaw. What was to become of them �f Ma�grat pers�sted �n cutt�ng
short the�r cred�t, and �f the P�ola�ne people would not g�ve them the
f�ve francs? When the men and the g�rl returned from the p�t they
would want to eat, for unfortunately �t had not yet been found out
how to l�ve w�thout eat�ng.
"Come down, w�ll you?" she cr�ed out, gett�ng angry. "I ought to be
gone by th�s!"
When Alz�re and the ch�ldren were there she d�v�ded the verm�cell� �n
three small port�ons. She herself was not hungry, she sa�d. Although
Cather�ne had already poured water on the coffee-dregs of the day
before, she d�d so over aga�n, and swallowed two large glasses of
coffee so weak that �t looked l�ke rusty water. That would keep her up
all the same.
"L�sten!" she repeated to Alz�re. "You must let your grandfather
sleep; you must watch that Estelle does not knock her head; and �f
she wakes, or �f she howls too much, here! take th�s b�t of sugar and
melt �t and g�ve �t her �n spoonfuls. I know that you are sens�ble and
won't eat �t yourself."
"And school, mother?"
"School! well, that must be left for another day: I want you."
"And the soup? would you l�ke me to make �t �f you come back late?"
"Soup, soup: no, wa�t t�ll I come."
Alz�re, w�th the precoc�ous �ntell�gence of a l�ttle �nval�d g�rl, could
make soup very well. She must have understood, for she d�d not
�ns�st. Now the whole settlement was awake, bands of ch�ldren were
go�ng to school, and one heard the tra�l�ng no�se of the�r clogs. E�ght
o'clock struck, and a grow�ng murmur of chatter arose on the left,
among the Levaque people. The women were commenc�ng the�r day
around the coffee-pots, w�th the�r f�sts on the�r h�ps, the�r tongues



turn�ng w�thout ceas�ng, l�ke m�llstones. A faded head, w�th th�ck l�ps
and flattened nose, was pressed aga�nst a w�ndow-pane, call�ng out:
"Got some news. Stop a b�t."
"No, no! later on," repl�ed Maheude. "I have to go out."
And for fear of g�v�ng way to the offer of a glass of hot coffee she
pushed Lénore and Henr�, and set out w�th them. Up above, Father
Bonnemort was st�ll snor�ng w�th a rhythm�c snore wh�ch rocked the
house.
Outs�de, Maheude was surpr�sed to f�nd that the w�nd was no longer
blow�ng. There had been a sudden thaw; the sky was earth-
coloured, the walls were st�cky w�th green�sh mo�sture, and the roads
were covered w�th p�tch-l�ke mud, a spec�al k�nd of mud pecul�ar to
the coal country, as black as d�luted soot, th�ck and tenac�ous
enough to pull off her sabots. Suddenly she boxed Lénore's ears,
because the l�ttle one amused herself by p�l�ng the mud on her clogs
as on the end of a shovel. On leav�ng the settlement she had gone
along by the p�t-bank and followed the road of the canal, mak�ng a
short cut through broken-up paths, across rough country shut �n by
mossy pal�ngs. Sheds succeeded one another, long workshop
bu�ld�ngs, tall ch�mneys sp�tt�ng out soot, and so�l�ng th�s ravaged
suburb of an �ndustr�al d�str�ct. Beh�nd a clump of poplars the old
Réqu�llart p�t exh�b�ted �ts crumbl�ng steeple, of wh�ch the large
skeleton alone stood upr�ght. And turn�ng to the r�ght, Maheude
found herself on the h�gh road.
"Stop, stop, d�rty p�g! I'll teach you to make m�ncemeat."
Now �t was Henr�, who had taken a handful of mud and was
mould�ng �t. The two ch�ldren had the�r ears �mpart�ally boxed, and
were brought �nto good order, look�ng out of the corner of the�r eyes
at the mud p�es they had made. They draggled along, already
exhausted by the�r efforts to unst�ck the�r shoes at every step.
On the March�ennes s�de the road unrolled �ts two leagues of
pavement, wh�ch stretched stra�ght as a r�bbon soaked �n cart grease
between the redd�sh f�elds. But on the other s�de �t went w�nd�ng
down through Montsou, wh�ch was bu�lt on the slope of a large



undulat�on �n the pla�n. These roads �n the Nord, drawn l�ke a str�ng
between manufactur�ng towns, w�th the�r sl�ght curves, the�r slow
ascents, gradually get l�ned w�th houses and tend to make the
department one labor�ous c�ty. The l�ttle br�ck houses, daubed over to
enl�ven the cl�mate, some yellow, others blue, others black—the last,
no doubt, �n order to reach at once the�r f�nal shade—went
serpent�n�ng down to r�ght and to left to the bottom of the slope. A
few large two-stor�ed v�llas, the dwell�ngs of the heads of the
workshops, made gaps �n the serr�ed l�ne of narrow facades. A
church, also of br�ck, looked l�ke a new model of a large furnace, w�th
�ts square tower already sta�ned by the float�ng coal dust. And am�d
the sugar works, the rope works, and the flour m�lls, there stood out
ballrooms, restaurants, and beershops, wh�ch were so numerous
that to every thousand houses there were more than f�ve hundred
�nns.
As she approached the Company's Yards, a vast ser�es of
storehouses and workshops, Maheude dec�ded to take Henr� and
Lénore by the hand, one on the r�ght, the other on the left. Beyond
was s�tuated the house of the d�rector, M. Hennebeau, a sort of vast
chalet, separated from the road by a grat�ng, and then a garden �n
wh�ch some lean trees vegetated. Just then, a carr�age had stopped
before the door and a gentleman w�th decorat�ons and a lady �n a fur
cloak al�ghted: v�s�tors just arr�ved from Par�s at the March�ennes
stat�on, for Madame Hennebeau, who appeared �n the shadow of the
porch, was utter�ng exclamat�ons of surpr�se and joy.
"Come along, then, dawdlers!" growled Maheude, pull�ng the two
l�ttle ones, who were stand�ng �n the mud.
When she arr�ved at Ma�grat's, she was qu�te exc�ted. Ma�grat l�ved
close to the manager; only a wall separated the latter's ground from
h�s own small house, and he had there a warehouse, a long bu�ld�ng
wh�ch opened on to the road as a shop w�thout a front. He kept
everyth�ng there, grocery, cooked meats, fru�t, and sold bread, beer,
and saucepans. Formerly an overseer at the Voreux, he had started
w�th a small canteen; then, thanks to the protect�on of h�s super�ors,
h�s bus�ness had enlarged, gradually k�ll�ng the Montsou reta�l trade.
He central�zed merchand�se, and the cons�derable custom of the



settlements enabled h�m to sell more cheaply and to g�ve longer
cred�t. Bes�des, he had rema�ned �n the Company's hands, and they
had bu�lt h�s small house and h�s shop.
"Here I am aga�n, Mons�eur Ma�grat," sa�d Maheude humbly, f�nd�ng
h�m stand�ng �n front of h�s door.
He looked at her w�thout reply�ng. He was a stout, cold, pol�te man,
and he pr�ded h�mself on never chang�ng h�s m�nd.
"Now you won't send me away aga�n, l�ke yesterday. We must have
bread from now to Saturday. Sure enough, we owe you s�xty francs
these two years."
She expla�ned �n short, pa�nful phrases. It was an old debt
contracted dur�ng the last str�ke. Twenty t�mes over they had
prom�sed to settle �t, but they had not been able; they could not even
g�ve h�m forty sous a fortn�ght. And then a m�sfortune had happened
two days before; she had been obl�ged to pay twenty francs to a
shoemaker who threatened to se�ze the�r th�ngs. And that was why
they were w�thout a sou. Otherw�se they would have been able to go
on unt�l Saturday, l�ke the others.
Ma�grat, w�th protruded belly and folded arms, shook h�s head at
every suppl�cat�on.
"Only two loaves, Mons�eur Ma�grat. I am reasonable, I don't ask for
coffee. Only two three-pound loaves a day."
"No," he shouted at last, at the top of h�s vo�ce.
H�s w�fe had appeared, a p�t�ful creature who passed all her days
over a ledger, w�thout even dar�ng to l�ft her head. She moved away,
fr�ghtened at see�ng th�s unfortunate woman turn�ng her ardent,
beseech�ng eyes towards her. It was sa�d that she y�elded the
conjugal bed to the putters among the customers. It was a known
fact that when a m�ner w�shed to prolong h�s cred�t, he had only to
send h�s daughter or h�s w�fe, pla�n or pretty, �t mattered not,
prov�ded they were compla�sant.
Maheude, st�ll �mplor�ng Ma�grat w�th her look, felt herself
uncomfortable under the pale keenness of h�s small eyes, wh�ch



seemed to undress her. It made her angry; she would have
understood before she had had seven ch�ldren, when she was
young. And she went off, v�olently dragg�ng Lénore and Henr� who
were occup�ed �n p�ck�ng up nut-shells from the gutter where they
were mak�ng �nvest�gat�ons.
"Th�s won't br�ng you luck, Mons�eur Ma�grat, remember!"
Now there only rema�ned the P�ola�ne people. If these would not
throw her a f�ve-franc p�ece she m�ght as well l�e down and d�e. She
had taken the Jo�selle road on the left. The adm�n�strat�on bu�ld�ng
was there at the corner of the road, a ver�table br�ck palace, where
the great people from Par�s, pr�nces and generals and members of
the Government, came every autumn to g�ve large d�nners. As she
walked she was already spend�ng the f�ve francs, f�rst bread, then
coffee, afterwards a quarter of butter, a bushel of potatoes for the
morn�ng soup and the even�ng stew; f�nally, perhaps, a b�t of p�g's
ch�tterl�ngs, for the father needed meat.
The Curé of Montsou, Abbé Jo�re, was pass�ng, hold�ng up h�s
cassock, w�th the del�cate a�r of a fat, well-nour�shed cat afra�d of
wett�ng �ts fur. He was a m�ld man who pretended not to �nterest
h�mself �n anyth�ng, so as not to vex e�ther the workers or the
masters.
"Good day, Mons�eur le Curé."
W�thout stopp�ng he sm�led at the ch�ldren, and left her planted �n the
m�ddle of the road. She was not rel�g�ous, but she had suddenly
�mag�ned that th�s pr�est would g�ve her someth�ng.
And the journey began aga�n through the black, st�cky mud. There
were st�ll two k�lometres to walk, and the l�ttle ones dragged beh�nd
more than ever, for they were fr�ghtened, and no longer amused
themselves. To r�ght and to left of the path the same vague
landscape unrolled, enclosed w�th�n mossy pal�ngs, the same factory
bu�ld�ngs, d�rty w�th smoke, br�stl�ng w�th tall ch�mneys. Then the flat
land was spread out �n �mmense open f�elds, l�ke an ocean of brown
clods, w�thout a tree-trunk, as far as the purpl�sh l�ne of the forest of
Vandame.



"Carry me, mother."
She carr�ed them one after the other. Puddles made holes �n the
pathway, and she pulled up her clothes, fearful of arr�v�ng too d�rty.
Three t�mes she nearly fell, so st�cky was that confounded
pavement. And as they at last arr�ved before the porch, two
enormous dogs threw themselves upon them, bark�ng so loudly that
the l�ttle ones yelled w�th terror. The coachman was obl�ged to take a
wh�p to them.
"Leave your sabots, and come �n," repeated Honor�ne. In the d�n�ng-
room the mother and ch�ldren stood mot�onless, dazed by the
sudden heat, and very constra�ned beneath the gaze of th�s old lady
and gentleman, who were stretched out �n the�r easy-cha�rs.
"Céc�le," sa�d the old lady, "fulf�l your l�ttle dut�es."
The Grégo�res charged Céc�le w�th the�r char�t�es. It was part of the�r
�dea of a good educat�on. One must be char�table. They sa�d
themselves that the�r house was the house of God. Bes�des, they
flattered themselves that they performed the�r char�ty w�th
�ntell�gence, and they were exerc�sed by a constant fear lest they
should be dece�ved, and so encourage v�ce. So they never gave
money, never! Not ten sous, not two sous, for �t �s a well-known fact
that as soon as a poor man gets two sous he dr�nks them. The�r
alms were, therefore, always �n k�nd, espec�ally �n warm cloth�ng,
d�str�buted dur�ng the w�nter to needy ch�ldren.
"Oh! the poor dears!" excla�med Céc�le, '"how pale they are from the
cold! Honor�ne, go and look for the parcel �n the cupboard."
The servants were also gaz�ng at these m�serable creatures w�th the
p�ty and vague uneas�ness of g�rls who are �n no d�ff�culty about the�r
own d�nners. Wh�le the housema�d went upsta�rs, the cook forgot her
dut�es, leav�ng the rest of the br�oche on the table, and stood there
sw�ng�ng her empty hands.
"I st�ll have two woollen dresses and some comforters," Céc�le went
on; "you w�ll see how warm they w�ll be, the poor dears!"
Then Maheude found her tongue, and stammered:



"Thank you so much, mademo�selle. You are all too good."
Tears had f�lled her eyes, she thought herself sure of the f�ve francs,
and was only preoccup�ed by the way �n wh�ch she would ask for
them �f they were not offered to her. The housema�d d�d not
reappear, and there was a moment of embarrassed s�lence. From
the�r mother's sk�rts the l�ttle ones opened the�r eyes w�de and gazed
at the br�oche.
"You only have these two?" asked Madame Grégo�re, �n order to
break the s�lence.
"Oh, madame! I have seven."
M. Grégo�re, who had gone back to h�s newspaper, sat up
�nd�gnantly.
"Seven ch�ldren! But why? good God!"
"It �s �mprudent," murmured the old lady.
Maheude made a vague gesture of apology. What would you have?
One doesn't th�nk about �t at all, they come qu�te naturally. And then,
when they grow up they br�ng someth�ng �n, and that makes the
household go. Take the�r case, they could get on, �f �t was not for the
grandfather who was gett�ng qu�te st�ff, and �f �t was not that among
the lot only two of her sons and her eldest daughter were old enough
to go down �nto the p�t. It was necessary, all the same, to feed the
l�ttle ones who brought noth�ng �n.
"Then," sa�d Madame Grégo�re, "you have worked for a long t�me at
the m�nes?"
A s�lent laugh l�t up Maheude's pale face.
"Ah, yes! ah, yes! I went down t�ll I was twenty. The doctor sa�d that I
should stay down for good after I had been conf�ned the second
t�me, because �t seems that made someth�ng go wrong �n my �ns�de.
Bes�des, then I got marr�ed, and I had enough to do �n the house.
But on my husband's s�de, you see, they have been down there for
ages. It goes up from grandfather to grandfather, one doesn't know
how far back, qu�te to the beg�nn�ng when they f�rst took the p�ck
down there at Réqu�llart."



M. Grégo�re thoughtfully contemplated th�s woman and these p�t�ful
ch�ldren, w�th the�r waxy flesh, the�r d�scoloured ha�r, the
degenerat�on wh�ch stunted them, gnawed by anaem�a, and w�th the
melancholy ugl�ness of starvel�ngs. There was s�lence aga�n, and
one only heard the burn�ng coal as �t gave out a jet of gas. The mo�st
room had that heavy a�r of comfort �n wh�ch our m�ddle-class nooks
of happ�ness slumber.
"What �s she do�ng, then?" excla�med Céc�le �mpat�ently. "Mélan�e,
go up and tell her that the parcel �s at the bottom of the cupboard, on
the left."
In the meanwh�le, M. Grégo�re repeated aloud the reflect�ons
�nsp�red by the s�ght of these starv�ng ones.
"There �s ev�l �n th�s world, �t �s qu�te true; but, my good woman, �t
must also be sa�d that workpeople are never prudent. Thus, �nstead
of putt�ng as�de a few sous l�ke our peasants, m�ners dr�nk, get �nto
debt, and end by not hav�ng enough to support the�r fam�l�es."
"Mons�eur �s r�ght," repl�ed Maheude sturd�ly. "They don't always
keep to the r�ght path. That's what I'm always say�ng to the ne'er-do-
wells when they compla�n. Now, I have been lucky; my husband
doesn't dr�nk. All the same, on feast Sundays he somet�mes takes a
drop too much; but �t never goes farther. It �s all the n�cer of h�m,
s�nce before our marr�age he drank l�ke a hog, begg�ng your pardon.
And yet, you know, �t doesn't help us much that he �s so sens�ble.
There are days l�ke to-day when you m�ght turn out all the drawers �n
the house and not f�nd a farth�ng."
She w�shed to suggest to them the �dea of the f�ve-franc p�ece, and
went on �n her low vo�ce, expla�n�ng the fatal debt, small at f�rst, then
large and overwhelm�ng. They pa�d regularly for many fortn�ghts. But
one day they got beh�nd, and then �t was all up. They could never
catch up aga�n. The gulf w�dened, and the men became d�sgusted
w�th work wh�ch d�d not even allow them to pay the�r way. Do what
they could, there was noth�ng but d�ff�cult�es unt�l death. Bes�des, �t
must be understood that a coll�er needed a glass to wash away the
dust. It began there, and then he was always �n the �nn when worr�es



came. W�thout compla�n�ng of any one �t m�ght be that the workmen
d�d not earn as much as they ought to.
"I thought," sa�d Madame Grégo�re, "that the Company gave you
lodg�ng and f�r�ng?"
Maheude glanced s�deways at the flam�ng coal �n the f�replace.
"Yes, yes, they g�ve us coal, not very grand, but �t burns. As to
lodg�ng, �t only costs s�x francs a month; that sounds l�ke noth�ng, but
�t �s often pretty hard to pay. To-day they m�ght cut me up �nto b�ts
w�thout gett�ng two sous out of me. Where there's noth�ng, there's
noth�ng."
The lady and gentleman were s�lent, softly stretched out, and
gradually wear�ed and d�squ�eted by the exh�b�t�on of th�s
wretchedness. She feared she had wounded them, and added, w�th
the stol�d and just a�r of a pract�cal woman:
"Oh! I d�dn't want to compla�n. Th�ngs are l�ke th�s, and one has to
put up w�th them; all the more that �t's no good struggl�ng, perhaps
we shouldn't change anyth�ng. The best �s, �s �t not, to try and l�ve
honestly �n the place �n wh�ch the good God has put us?"
M. Grégo�re approved th�s emphat�cally.
"W�th such sent�ments, my good woman, one �s above m�sfortune."
Honor�ne and Mélan�e at last brought the parcel.
Céc�le unfastened �t and took out the two dresses. She added
comforters, even stock�ngs and m�ttens. They would all f�t beaut�fully;
she hastened and made the servants wrap up the chosen garments;
for her mus�c m�stress had just arr�ved; and she pushed the mother
and ch�ldren towards the door.
"We are very short," stammered Maheude; "�f we only had a f�ve-
franc p�ece—"
The phrase was st�fled, for the Maheus were proud and never
begged. Céc�le looked uneas�ly at her father; but the latter refused
dec�s�vely, w�th an a�r of duty.
"No, �t �s not our custom. We cannot do �t."



Then the young g�rl, moved by the mother's overwhelmed face,
w�shed to do all she could for the ch�ldren. They were st�ll look�ng
f�xedly at the br�oche; she cut �t �n two and gave �t to them.
"Here! th�s �s for you."
Then, tak�ng the p�eces back, she asked for an old newspaper:
"Wa�t, you must share w�th your brothers and s�sters."
And beneath the tender gaze of her parents she f�nally pushed them
out of the room. The poor starv�ng urch�ns went off, hold�ng the
br�oche respectfully �n the�r benumbed l�ttle hands.
Maheude dragged her ch�ldren along the road, see�ng ne�ther the
desert f�elds, nor the black mud, nor the great l�v�d sky. As she
passed through Montsou she resolutely entered Ma�grat's shop, and
begged so pers�stently that at last she carr�ed away two loaves,
coffee, butter, and even her f�ve-franc p�ece, for the man also lent
money by the week. It was not her that he wanted, �t was Cather�ne;
she understood that when he adv�sed her to send her daughter for
prov�s�ons. They would see about that. Cather�ne would box h�s ears
�f he came too close under her nose.

CHAPTER III

Eleven o'clock struck at the l�ttle church �n the Deux-Cent-Quarante
settlement, a br�ck chapel to wh�ch Abbé Jo�re came to say mass on
Sundays. In the school bes�de �t, also of br�ck, one heard the
falter�ng vo�ces of the ch�ldren, �n sp�te of w�ndows closed aga�nst the
outs�de cold. The w�de passages, d�v�ded �nto l�ttle gardens, back to
back, between the four large blocks of un�form houses, were
deserted; and these gardens, devastated by the w�nter, exh�b�ted the
dest�tut�on of the�r marly so�l, lumped and spotted by the last
vegetables. They were mak�ng soup, ch�mneys were smok�ng, a
woman appeared at d�stant �ntervals along the fronts, opened a door
and d�sappeared. From one end to the other, on the pavement, the



p�pes dr�pped �nto tubs, although �t was no longer ra�n�ng, so charged
was th�s grey sky w�th mo�stness. And the v�llage, bu�lt altogether �n
the m�dst of the vast pla�n, and edged by �ts black roads as by a
mourn�ng border, had no touch of joyousness about �t save the
regular bands of �ts red t�les, constantly washed by showers.
When Maheude returned, she went out of her way to buy potatoes
from an overseer's w�fe whose crop was not yet exhausted. Beh�nd a
curta�n of s�ckly poplars, the only trees �n these flat reg�ons, was a
group of �solated bu�ld�ngs, houses placed four together, and
surrounded by the�r gardens. As the Company reserved th�s new
exper�ment for the capta�ns, the workpeople called th�s corner of the
hamlet the settlement of the Bas-de-So�e, just as they called the�r
own settlement Pa�e-tes-Dettes, �n good-humoured �rony of the�r
wretchedness.
"Eh! Here we are," sa�d Maheude, laden w�th parcels, push�ng �n
Lénore and Henr�, covered w�th mud and qu�te t�red out.
In front of the f�re Estelle was scream�ng, cradled �n Alz�re's arms.
The latter, hav�ng no more sugar and not know�ng how to soothe her,
had dec�ded to pretend to g�ve her the breast. Th�s ruse often
succeeded. But th�s t�me �t was �n va�n for her to open her dress, and
to press the mouth aga�nst the lean breast of an e�ght-year-old
�nval�d; the ch�ld was enraged at b�t�ng the sk�n and draw�ng noth�ng.
"Pass her to me," cr�ed the mother as soon as she found herself
free; "she won't let us say a word."
When she had taken from her bod�ce a breast as heavy as a leather
bottle, to the neck of wh�ch the brawler hung, suddenly s�lent, they
were at last able to talk. Otherw�se everyth�ng was go�ng on well; the
l�ttle housekeeper had kept up the f�re and had swept and arranged
the room. And �n the s�lence they heard upsta�rs the grandfather's
snor�ng, the same rhythm�c snor�ng wh�ch had not stopped for a
moment.
"What a lot of th�ngs!" murmured Alz�re, sm�l�ng at the prov�s�ons. "If
you l�ke, mother, I'll make the soup."



The table was encumbered: a parcel of clothes, two loaves,
potatoes, butter, coffee, ch�cory, and half a pound of p�g's
ch�tterl�ngs.
"Oh! the soup!" sa�d Maheude w�th an a�r of fat�gue. "We must gather
some sorrel and pull up some leeks. No! I w�ll make some for the
men afterwards. Put some potatoes on to bo�l; we'll eat them w�th a
l�ttle butter and some coffee, eh? Don't forget the coffee!"
But suddenly she thought of the br�oche. She looked at the empty
hands of Lénore and Henr� who were f�ght�ng on the floor, already
rested and l�vely. These gluttons had slyly eaten the br�oche on the
road. She boxed the�r ears, wh�le Alz�re, who was putt�ng the
saucepan on the f�re, tr�ed to appease her.
"Let them be, mother. If the br�oche was for me, you know I don't
m�nd a b�t. They were hungry, walk�ng so far."
M�dday struck; they heard the clogs of the ch�ldren com�ng out of
school. The potatoes were cooked, and the coffee, th�ckened by a
good half of ch�cory, was pass�ng through the percolator w�th a
s�ng�ng no�se of large drops. One corner of the table was free; but
the mother only was eat�ng there. The three ch�ldren were sat�sf�ed
w�th the�r knees; and all the t�me the l�ttle boy w�th s�lent vorac�ty
looked, w�thout say�ng anyth�ng, at the ch�tterl�ngs, exc�ted by the
greasy paper.
Maheude was dr�nk�ng her coffee �n l�ttle s�ps, w�th her hands round
the glass to warm them, when Father Bonnemort came down.
Usually he rose late, and h�s breakfast wa�ted for h�m on the f�re. But
to-day he began to grumble because there was no soup. Then, when
h�s daughter-�n-law sa�d to h�m that one cannot always do what one
l�kes, he ate h�s potatoes �n s�lence. From t�me to t�me he got up to
sp�t �n the ashes for cleanl�ness, and, settled �n h�s cha�r, he rolled
h�s food round �n h�s mouth, w�th lowered head and dull eyes.
"Ah! I forgot, mother," sa�d Alz�re. "The ne�ghbour came—"
Her mother �nterrupted her.
"She bothers me!"



There was a deep rancour aga�nst the Levaque woman, who had
pleaded poverty the day before to avo�d lend�ng her anyth�ng; wh�le
she knew that she was just then �n comfort, s�nce her lodger,
Bouteloup, had pa�d h�s fortn�ght �n advance. In the settlement they
d�d not usually lend from household to household.
"Here! you rem�nd me," sa�d Maheude. "Wrap up a m�llful of coffee. I
w�ll take �t to P�erronne; I owe �t her from the day before yesterday."
And when her daughter had prepared the packet she added that she
would come back �mmed�ately to put the men's soup on the f�re.
Then she went out w�th Estelle �n her arms, leav�ng old Bonnemort to
chew h�s potatoes le�surely, wh�le Lénore and Henr� fought for the
fallen par�ngs.
Instead of go�ng round, Maheude went stra�ght across through the
gardens, for fear lest Levaque's w�fe should call her. Her garden was
just next to that of the P�errons, and �n the d�lap�dated trell�s-work
wh�ch separated them there was a hole through wh�ch they
fratern�zed. The common well was there, serv�ng four households.
Bes�de �t, beh�nd a clump of feeble l�lacs, was s�tuated the shed, a
low bu�ld�ng full of old tools, �n wh�ch were brought up the rabb�ts
wh�ch were eaten on feast days. One o'clock struck; �t was the hour
for coffee, and not a soul was to be seen at the doors or w�ndows.
Only a workman belong�ng to the earth-cutt�ng, wa�t�ng the hour for
descent, was d�gg�ng up h�s patch of vegetable ground w�thout
ra�s�ng h�s head. But as Maheude arr�ved oppos�te the other block of
bu�ld�ngs, she was surpr�sed to see a gentleman and two lad�es �n
front of the church. She stopped a moment and recogn�zed them; �t
was Madame Hennebeau br�ng�ng her guests, the decorated
gentleman and the lady �n the fur mantle, to see the settlement.
"Oh! why d�d you take th�s trouble?" excla�med P�erronne, when
Maheude had returned the coffee. "There was no hurry."
She was twenty-e�ght, and was cons�dered the beauty of the
settlement, dark, w�th a low forehead, large eyes, stra�ght mouth,
and coquett�sh as well; w�th the neatness of a cat, and w�th a good
f�gure, for she had had no ch�ldren. Her mother, Brulé, the w�dow of a
p�keman who d�ed �n the m�ne, after hav�ng sent her daughter to



work �n a factory, swear�ng that she should never marry a coll�er, had
never ceased to be angry s�nce she had marr�ed, somewhat late,
P�erron, a w�dower w�th a g�rl of e�ght. However, the household l�ved
very happ�ly, �n the m�dst of chatter, of scandals wh�ch c�rculated
concern�ng the husband's compla�sance and the w�fe's lovers. No
debts, meat tw�ce a week, a house kept so clean that one could see
oneself �n the saucepans. As an add�t�onal p�ece of luck, thanks to
favours, the Company had author�zed her to sell bon-bons and
b�scu�ts, jars of wh�ch she exh�b�ted, on two boards, beh�nd the
w�ndow-panes. Th�s was s�x or seven sous prof�t a day, and
somet�mes twelve on Sundays. The only drawback to all th�s
happ�ness was Mother Brulé, who screamed w�th all the rage of an
old revolut�onary, hav�ng to avenge the death of her man on the
masters, and l�ttle Lyd�e, who pocketed, �n the shape of frequent
blows, the pass�ons of the fam�ly.
"How b�g she �s already!" sa�d P�erronne, s�mper�ng at Estelle.
"Oh! the trouble that �t g�ves! Don't talk of �t!" sa�d Maheude. "You are
lucky not to have any. At least you can keep clean."
Although everyth�ng was �n order �n her house, and she scrubbed
every Saturday, she glanced w�th a jealous housekeeper's eye over
th�s clean room, �n wh�ch there was even a certa�n coquetry, g�lt
vases on the s�deboard, a m�rror, three framed pr�nts.
P�erronne was about to dr�nk her coffee alone, all her people be�ng
at the p�t.
"You'll have a glass w�th me?" she sa�d.
"No, thanks; I've just swallowed m�ne."
"What does that matter?"
In fact, �t mattered noth�ng. And both began dr�nk�ng slowly. Between
the jars of b�scu�ts and bon-bons the�r eyes rested on the oppos�te
houses, of wh�ch the l�ttle curta�ns �n the w�ndows formed a row,
reveal�ng by the�r greater or less wh�teness the v�rtues of the
housekeepers. Those of the Levaques were very d�rty, ver�table
k�tchen clouts, wh�ch seemed to have w�ped the bottoms of the
saucepans.



"How can they l�ve �n such d�rt?" murmured P�erronne.
Then Maheude began and d�d not stop. Ah! �f she had had a lodger
l�ke that Bouteloup she would have made the household go. When
one knew how to do �t, a lodger was an excellent th�ng. Only one
ought not to sleep w�th h�m. And then the husband had taken to
dr�nk, beat h�s w�fe, and ran after the s�ngers at the Montsou café-
concerts.
P�erronne assumed an a�r of profound d�sgust. These s�ngers gave
all sort of d�seases. There was one at Jo�selle who had �nfected a
whole p�t.
"What surpr�ses me �s that you let your son go w�th the�r g�rl."
"Ah, yes! but just stop �t then! The�r garden �s next to ours. Zachar�e
was always there �n summer w�th Ph�loméne beh�nd the l�lacs, and
they d�dn't put themselves out on the shed; one couldn't draw water
at the well w�thout surpr�s�ng them."
It was the usual h�story of the prom�scu�t�es of the settlement; boys
and g�rls became corrupted together, throw�ng themselves on the�r
backs�des, as they sa�d, on the low, slop�ng roof of the shed when
tw�l�ght came on. All the putters got the�r f�rst ch�ld there when they
d�d not take the trouble to go to Réqu�llart or �nto the cornf�elds. It
was of no consequence; they marr�ed afterwards, only the mothers
were angry when the�r lads began too soon, for a lad who marr�ed no
longer brought anyth�ng �nto the fam�ly.
"In your place I would have done w�th �t," sa�d P�erronne, sens�bly.
"Your Zachar�e has already f�lled her tw�ce, and they w�ll go on and
get spl�ced. Anyhow, the money �s gone."
Maheude was fur�ous and ra�sed her hands.
"L�sten to th�s: I w�ll curse them �f they get spl�ced. Doesn't Zachar�e
owe us any respect? He has cost us someth�ng, hasn't he? Very
well. He must return �t before gett�ng a w�fe to hang on h�m. What w�ll
become of us, eh, �f our ch�ldren beg�n at once to work for others?
M�ght as well d�e!"
However, she grew calm.



"I'm speak�ng �n a general way; we shall see later. It �s f�ne and
strong, your coffee; you make �t proper."
And after a quarter of an hour spent over other stor�es, she ran off,
excla�m�ng that the men's soup was not yet made. Outs�de, the
ch�ldren were go�ng back to school; a few women were show�ng
themselves at the�r doors, look�ng at Madame Hennebeau, who, w�th
l�fted f�nger, was expla�n�ng the settlement to her guests. Th�s v�s�t
began to st�r up the v�llage. The earth-cutt�ng man stopped d�gg�ng
for a moment, and two d�sturbed fowls took fr�ght �n the gardens.
As Maheude returned, she ran aga�nst the Levaque woman who had
come out to stop Dr. Vanderhaghen, a doctor of the Company, a
small hurr�ed man, overwhelmed by work, who gave h�s adv�ce as he
walked.
"S�r," she sa�d, "I can't sleep; I feel �ll everywhere. I must tell you
about �t."
He spoke to them all fam�l�arly, and repl�ed w�thout stopp�ng:
"Just leave me alone; you dr�nk too much coffee."
"And my husband, s�r," sa�d Maheude �n her turn, "you must come
and see h�m. He always has those pa�ns �n h�s legs."
"It �s you who take too much out of h�m. Just leave me alone!"
The two women were left to gaze at the doctor's retreat�ng back.
"Come �n, then," sa�d the Levaque woman, when she had
exchanged a despa�r�ng shrug w�th her ne�ghbour. "You know, there
�s someth�ng new. And you w�ll take a l�ttle coffee. It �s qu�te fresh."
Maheude refused, but w�thout energy. Well! a drop, at all events, not
to d�sobl�ge. And she entered.
The room was black w�th d�rt, the floor and the walls spotted w�th
grease, the s�deboard and the table st�cky w�th f�lth; and the st�nk of
a badly kept house took you by the throat. Near the f�re, w�th h�s
elbows on the table and h�s nose �n h�s plate, Bouteloup, a broad
stout plac�d man, st�ll young for th�rty-f�ve, was f�n�sh�ng the rema�ns
of h�s bo�led beef, wh�le stand�ng �n front of h�m, l�ttle Ach�lle,



Ph�loméne's f�rst-born, who was already �n h�s th�rd year, was look�ng
at h�m �n the s�lent, suppl�cat�ng way of a gluttonous an�mal. The
lodger, very k�nd beh�nd h�s b�g brown beard, from t�me to t�me
stuffed a p�ece of meat �nto h�s mouth.
"Wa�t t�ll I sugar �t," sa�d the Levaque woman, putt�ng some brown
sugar beforehand �nto the coffee-pot.
S�x years older than he was, she was h�deous and worn out, w�th her
bosom hang�ng on her belly, and her belly on her th�ghs, w�th a
flattened muzzle, and grey�sh ha�r always uncombed. He had taken
her naturally, w�thout choos�ng, the same as he d�d h�s soup �n wh�ch
he found ha�rs, or h�s bed of wh�ch the sheets lasted for three
months. She was part of the lodg�ng; the husband l�ked repeat�ng
that good reckon�ngs make good fr�ends.
"I was go�ng to tell you," she went on, "that P�erronne was seen
yesterday prowl�ng about on the Bas-de-So�e s�de. The gentleman
you know of was wa�t�ng for her beh�nd Rasseneur's, and they went
off together along the canal. Eh! that's n�ce, �sn't �t? A marr�ed
woman!"
"Grac�ous!" sa�d Maheude; "P�erron, before marry�ng her, used to
g�ve the capta�n rabb�ts; now �t costs h�m less to lend h�s w�fe."
Bouteloup began to laugh enormously, and threw a fragment of
sauced bread �nto Ach�lle's mouth. The two women went on rel�ev�ng
themselves w�th regard to P�erronne—a fl�rt, no prett�er than any one
else, but always occup�ed �n look�ng after every freckle of her sk�n, �n
wash�ng herself, and putt�ng on pomade. Anyhow, �t was the
husband's affa�r, �f he l�ked that sort of th�ng. There were men so
amb�t�ous that they would w�pe the masters' beh�nds to hear them
say thank you. And they were only �nterrupted by the arr�val of a
ne�ghbour br�ng�ng �n a l�ttle urch�n of n�ne months, Dés�rée,
Ph�loméne's youngest; Ph�loméne, tak�ng her breakfast at the
screen�ng-shed, had arranged that they should br�ng her l�ttle one
down there, where she suckled �t, seated for a moment �n the coal.
"I can't leave m�ne for a moment, she screams d�rectly," sa�d
Maheude, look�ng at Estelle, who was asleep �n her arms.



But she d�d not succeed �n avo�d�ng the domest�c affa�r wh�ch she
had read �n the other's eyes.
"I say, now we ought to get that settled."
At f�rst the two mothers, w�thout need for talk�ng about �t, had agreed
not to conclude the marr�age. If Zachar�e's mother w�shed to get her
son's wages as long as poss�ble, Ph�loméne's mother was enraged
at the �dea of abandon�ng her daughter's wages. There was no
hurry; the second mother had even preferred to keep the l�ttle one,
as long as there was only one; but when �t began to grow and eat
and another one came, she found that she was los�ng, and fur�ously
pushed on the marr�age, l�ke a woman who does not care to throw
away her money.
"Zachar�e has drawn h�s lot," she went on, "and there's noth�ng �n the
way. When shall �t be?"
"Wa�t t�ll the f�ne weather," repl�ed Maheude, constra�nedly. "They are
a nu�sance, these affa�rs! As �f they couldn't wa�t to be marr�ed before
go�ng together! My word! I would strangle Cather�ne �f I knew that
she had done that."
The other woman shrugged her shoulders.
"Let be! she'll do l�ke the others."
Bouteloup, w�th the tranqu�ll�ty of a man who �s at home, searched
about on the dresser for bread. Vegetables for Levaque's soup,
potatoes and leeks, lay about on a corner of the table, half-peeled,
taken up and dropped a dozen t�mes �n the m�dst of cont�nual
goss�p�ng. The woman was about to go on w�th them aga�n when
she dropped them anew and planted herself before the w�ndow.
"What's that there? Why, there's Madame Hennebeau w�th some
people. They are go�ng �nto P�erronne's."
At once both of them started aga�n on the subject of P�erronne. Oh!
whenever the Company brought any v�s�tors to the settlement they
never fa�led to go stra�ght to her place, because �t was clean. No
doubt they never told them stor�es about the head capta�n. One can
afford to be clean when one has lovers who earn three thousand



francs, and are lodged and warmed, w�thout count�ng presents. If �t
was clean above �t was not clean underneath. And all the t�me that
the v�s�tors rema�ned oppos�te, they went on chatter�ng.
"There, they are com�ng out," sa�d the Levaque woman at last. "They
are go�ng all around. Why, look, my dear—I bel�eve they are go�ng
�nto your place."
Maheude was se�zed w�th fear. Who knows whether Alz�re had
sponged over the table? And her soup, also, wh�ch was not yet
ready! She stammered a good-day, and ran off home w�thout a
s�ngle glance as�de.
But everyth�ng was br�ght. Alz�re, very ser�ously, w�th a cloth �n front
of her, had set about mak�ng the soup, see�ng that her mother d�d
not return. She had pulled up the last leeks from the garden,
gathered the sorrel, and was just then clean�ng the vegetables, wh�le
a large kettle on the f�re was heat�ng the water for the men's baths
when they should return. Henr� and Lénore were good for once,
be�ng absorbed �n tear�ng up an old almanac. Father Bonnemort was
smok�ng h�s p�pe �n s�lence. As Maheude was gett�ng her breath
Madame Hennebeau knocked.
"You w�ll allow me, w�ll you not, my good woman?"
Tall and fa�r, a l�ttle heavy �n her superb matur�ty of forty years, she
sm�led w�th an effort of affab�l�ty, w�thout show�ng too prom�nently her
fear of so�l�ng her bronze s�lk dress and black velvet mantle.
"Come �n, come �n," she sa�d to her guests. "We are not d�sturb�ng
any one. Now, �sn't th�s clean aga�n! And th�s good woman has
seven ch�ldren! All our households are l�ke th�s. I ought to expla�n to
you that the Company rents them the house at s�x francs a month. A
large room on the ground floor, two rooms above, a cellar, and a
garden."
The decorated gentleman and the lady �n the fur cloak, arr�ved that
morn�ng by tra�n from Par�s, opened the�r eyes vaguely, exh�b�t�ng on
the�r faces the�r aston�shment at all these new th�ngs wh�ch took
them out of the�r element.



"And a garden!" repeated the lady. "One could l�ve here! It �s
charm�ng!"
"We g�ve them more coal than they can burn," went on Madame
Hennebeau. "A doctor v�s�ts them tw�ce a week; and when they are
old they rece�ve pens�ons, although noth�ng �s held back from the�r
wages."
"A Theba�d! a real land of m�lk and honey!" murmured the gentleman
�n del�ght.
Maheude had hastened to offer cha�rs. The lad�es refused. Madame
Hennebeau was already gett�ng t�red, happy for a moment to amuse
herself �n the wear�ness of her ex�le by play�ng the part of exh�b�t�ng
the beasts, but �mmed�ately d�sgusted by the s�ckly odour of
wretchedness, �n sp�te of the spec�al cleanl�ness of the houses �nto
wh�ch she ventured. Bes�des, she was only repeat�ng odd phrases
wh�ch she had overheard, w�thout ever troubl�ng herself further about
th�s race of workpeople who were labour�ng and suffer�ng bes�de her.
"What beaut�ful ch�ldren!" murmured the lady, who thought them
h�deous, w�th the�r large heads beneath the�r bushy, straw-coloured
ha�r.
And Maheude had to tell the�r ages; they also asked her quest�ons
about Estelle, out of pol�teness. Father Bonnemort respectfully took
h�s p�pe out of h�s mouth; but he was not the less a subject of
uneas�ness, so worn out by h�s forty years underground, w�th h�s st�ff
l�mbs, deformed body, and earthy face; and as a v�olent spasm of
cough�ng took h�m he preferred to go and sp�t outs�de, w�th the �dea
that h�s black expectorat�on would make people uncomfortable.
Alz�re rece�ved all the compl�ments. What an excellent l�ttle
housekeeper, w�th her cloth! They congratulated the mother on
hav�ng a l�ttle daughter so sens�ble for her age. And none spoke of
the hump, though looks of uneasy compass�on were constantly
turned towards the poor l�ttle �nval�d.
"Now!" concluded Madame Hennebeau, "�f they ask you about our
settlements at Par�s you w�ll know what to reply. Never more no�se
than th�s, patr�archal manners, all happy and well off as you see, a



place where you m�ght come to recru�t a l�ttle, on account of the good
a�r and the tranqu�ll�ty."
"It �s marvellous, marvellous!" excla�med the gentleman, �n a f�nal
outburst of enthus�asm.
They left w�th that enchanted a�r w�th wh�ch people leave a booth �n a
fa�r, and Maheude, who accompan�ed them, rema�ned on the
threshold wh�le they went away slowly, talk�ng very loudly. The
streets were full of people, and they had to pass through several
groups of women, attracted by the news of the�r v�s�t, wh�ch was
hawked from house to house.
Just then, Levaque, �n front of her door, had stopped P�erronne, who
was drawn by cur�os�ty. Both of them affected a pa�nful surpr�se.
What now? Were these people go�ng to bed at the Maheus'? But �t
was not so very del�ghtful a place.
"Always w�thout a sou, w�th all that they earn! Lord! when people
have v�ces!"
"I have just heard that she went th�s morn�ng to beg at P�ola�ne, and
Ma�grat, who had refused them bread, has g�ven them someth�ng.
We know how Ma�grat pays h�mself!"
"On her? Oh, no! that would need some courage. It's Cather�ne that
he's after."
"Why, d�dn't she have the cheek to say just now that she would
strangle Cather�ne �f she were to come to that? As �f b�g Chaval for
ever so long had not put her backs�de on the shed!"
"Hush! here they are!"
Then Levaque and P�erronne, w�th a peaceful a�r and w�thout
�mpol�te cur�os�ty, contented themselves w�th watch�ng the v�s�tors
out of the corners of the�r eyes. Then by a gesture they qu�ckly called
Maheude, who was st�ll carry�ng Estelle �n her arms. And all three,
mot�onless, watched the well-clad backs of Madame Hennebeau and
her guests slowly d�sappear. When they were some th�rty paces off,
the goss�p�ng recommenced w�th redoubled v�gour.



"They carry plenty of money on the�r sk�ns; worth more than
themselves, perhaps."
"Ah, sure! I don't know the other, but the one that belongs here, I
wouldn't g�ve four sous for her, b�g as she �s. They do tell stor�es—"
"Eh? What stor�es?"
"Why, she has men! F�rst, the eng�neer."
"That lean, l�ttle creature! Oh, he's too small! She would lose h�m �n
the sheets."
"What does that matter, �f �t amuses her? I don't trust a woman who
puts on such proud a�rs and never seems to be pleased where she
�s. Just look how she wags her rump, as �f she felt contempt for us
all. Is that n�ce?"
The v�s�tors went along at the same slow pace, st�ll talk�ng, when a
carr�age stopped �n the road, before the church. A gentleman of
about forty-e�ght got out of �t, dressed �n a black frock-coat, and w�th
a very dark complex�on and an author�tat�ve, correct express�on.
"The husband," murmured Levaque, lower�ng her vo�ce, as �f he
could hear her, se�zed by that h�erarch�cal fear wh�ch the manager
�nsp�red �n h�s ten thousand workpeople. "It's true, though, that he
has a cuckold's head, that man."
Now the whole settlement was out of doors. The cur�os�ty of the
women �ncreased. The groups approached each other, and were
melted �nto one crowd; wh�le bands of urch�ns, w�th unw�ped noses
and gap�ng mouths, dawdled along the pavements. For a moment
the schoolmaster's pale head was also seen beh�nd the school-
house hedge. Among the gardens, the man who was d�gg�ng stood
w�th one foot on h�s spade, and w�th rounded eyes. And the murmur
of goss�p�ng gradually �ncreased, w�th a sound of rattles, l�ke a gust
of w�nd among dry leaves.
It was espec�ally before the Levaques' door that the crowd was
th�ckest. Two women had come forward, then ten, then twenty.
P�erronne was prudently s�lent now that there were too many ears
about. Maheude, one of the more reasonable, also contented herself



w�th look�ng on; and to calm Estelle, who was awake and scream�ng,
she had tranqu�lly drawn out her suckl�ng an�mal's breast, wh�ch
hung sway�ng as �f pulled down by the cont�nual runn�ng of �ts m�lk.
When M. Hennebeau had seated the lad�es �n the carr�age, wh�ch
went off �n the d�rect�on of March�ennes, there was a f�nal explos�on
of clatter�ng vo�ces, all the women gest�culat�ng and talk�ng �n each
other's faces �n the m�dst of a tumult as of an ant-h�ll �n revolut�on.
But three o'clock struck. The workers of the earth-cutt�ng, Bouteloup
and the others, had set out. Suddenly around the church appeared
the f�rst coll�ers return�ng from the p�t w�th black faces and damp
garments, fold�ng the�r arms and expand�ng the�r backs. Then there
was confus�on among the women: they all began to run home w�th
the terror of housekeepers who had been led astray by too much
coffee and too much tattle, and one heard noth�ng more than th�s
restless cry, pregnant w�th quarrels:
"Good Lord, and my soup! and my soup wh�ch �sn't ready!"

CHAPTER IV

When Maheu came �n after hav�ng left Ét�enne at Rasseneur's, he
found Cather�ne, Zachar�e, and Jeanl�n seated at the table f�n�sh�ng
the�r soup. On return�ng from the p�t they were always so hungry that
they ate �n the�r damp clothes, w�thout even clean�ng themselves;
and no one was wa�ted for, the table was la�d from morn�ng to n�ght;
there was always someone there swallow�ng h�s port�on, accord�ng
to the chances of work.
As he entered the door Maheu saw the prov�s�ons. He sa�d noth�ng,
but h�s uneasy face l�ghted up. All the morn�ng the empt�ness of the
cupboard, the thought of the house w�thout coffee and w�thout butter,
had been troubl�ng h�m; the recollect�on came to h�m pa�nfully wh�le
he was hammer�ng at the seam, st�fled at the bottom of the cutt�ng.
What would h�s w�fe do, and what would become of them �f she were



to return w�th empty hands? And now, here was everyth�ng! She
would tell h�m about �t later on. He laughed w�th sat�sfact�on.
Cather�ne and Jeanl�n had r�sen, and were tak�ng the�r coffee
stand�ng; wh�le Zachar�e, not f�lled w�th the soup, cut h�mself a large
sl�ce of bread and covered �t w�th butter. Although he saw the
ch�tterl�ngs on a plate he d�d not touch them, for meat was for the
father, when there was only enough for one. All of them had washed
down the�r soup w�th a b�g bumper of fresh water, the good, clear
dr�nk of the fortn�ght's end.
"I have no beer," sa�d Maheude, when the father had seated h�mself
�n h�s turn. "I wanted to keep a l�ttle money. But �f you would l�ke
some the l�ttle one can go and fetch a p�nt."
He looked at her �n aston�shment. What! she had money, too!
"No, no," he sa�d, "I've had a glass, �t's all r�ght."
And Maheu began to swallow by slow spoonfuls the paste of bread,
potatoes, leeks, and sorrel p�led up �n the bowl wh�ch served h�m as
a plate. Maheude, w�thout putt�ng Estelle down, helped Alz�re to g�ve
h�m all that he requ�red, pushed near h�m the butter and the meat,
and put h�s coffee on the f�re to keep �t qu�te hot.
In the meanwh�le, bes�de the f�re, they began to wash themselves �n
the half of a barrel transformed �nto a tub. Cather�ne, whose turn
came f�rst, had f�lled �t w�th warm water; and she undressed herself
tranqu�lly, took off her cap, her jacket, her breeches, and even her
chem�se, hab�tuated to th�s s�nce the age of e�ght, hav�ng grown up
w�thout see�ng any harm �n �t. She only turned w�th her stomach to
the f�re, then rubbed herself v�gorously w�th black soap. No one
looked at her, even Lénore and Henr� were no longer �nqu�s�t�ve to
see how she was made. When she was clean she went up the sta�rs
qu�te naked, leav�ng her damp chem�se and other garments �n a
heap on the floor. But a quarrel broke out between the two brothers:
Jeanl�n had hastened to jump �nto the tub under the pretence that
Zachar�e was st�ll eat�ng; and the latter hustled h�m, cla�m�ng h�s turn,
and call�ng out that he was pol�te enough to allow Cather�ne to wash
herself f�rst, but he d�d not w�sh to have the r�ns�ngs of the young



urch�ns, all the less s�nce, when Jeanl�n had been �n, �t would do to
f�ll the school �nk-pots. They ended by wash�ng themselves together,
also turn�ng towards the f�re, and they even helped each other,
rubb�ng one another's backs. Then, l�ke the�r s�ster, they d�sappeared
up the sta�rcase naked.
"What a slop they do make!" murmured Maheude, tak�ng up the�r
garments from the floor to put them to dry. "Alz�re, just sponge up a
b�t."
But a d�sturbance on the other s�de of the wall cut short her speech.
One heard a man's oaths, a woman's cry�ng, a whole stampede of
battle, w�th hollow blows that sounded l�ke the shock of an empty
gourd.
"Levaque's w�fe �s catch�ng �t," Maheu peacefully stated as he
scraped the bottom of h�s bowl w�th the spoon. "It's queer; Bouteloup
made out that the soup was ready."
"Ah, yes! ready," sa�d Maheude. "I saw the vegetables on the table,
not even cleaned."
The cr�es redoubled, and there was a terr�ble push wh�ch shook the
wall, followed by complete s�lence. Then the m�ner, swallow�ng the
last spoonful, concluded, w�th an a�r of calm just�ce:
"If the soup �s not ready, one can understand."
And after hav�ng drunk a glassful of water, he attacked the
ch�tterl�ngs. He cut square p�eces, stuck the po�nt of h�s kn�fe �nto
them and ate them on h�s bread w�thout a fork. There was no talk�ng
when the father was eat�ng. He h�mself was hungry �n s�lence; he d�d
not recogn�ze the usual taste of Ma�grat's prov�s�ons; th�s must come
from somewhere else; however, he put no quest�on to h�s w�fe. He
only asked �f the old man was st�ll sleep�ng upsta�rs. No, the
grandfather had gone out for h�s usual walk. And there was s�lence
aga�n.



But the odour of the meat made Lénore and Henr� l�ft up the�r heads
from the floor, where they were amus�ng themselves w�th mak�ng
r�vulets w�th the sp�lt water. Both of them came and planted
themselves near the�r father, the l�ttle one �n front. The�r eyes
followed each morsel, full of hope when �t set out from the plate and
w�th an a�r of consternat�on when �t was engulfed �n the mouth. At
last the father not�ced the gluttonous des�re wh�ch made the�r faces
pale and the�r l�ps mo�st.
"Have the ch�ldren had any of �t?" he asked.
And as h�s w�fe hes�tated:
"You know I don't l�ke �njust�ce. It takes away my appet�te when I see
them there, begg�ng for b�ts."
"But they've had some of �t," she excla�med, angr�ly. "If you were to
l�sten to them you m�ght g�ve them your share and the others', too;
they would f�ll themselves t�ll they burst. Isn't �t true, Alz�re, that we
have all had some?"
"Sure enough, mother," repl�ed the l�ttle humpback, who under such
c�rcumstances could tell l�es w�th the self-possess�on of a grown-up
person.
Lénore and Henr� stood mot�onless, shocked and rebell�ous at such
ly�ng, when they themselves were wh�pped �f they d�d not tell the
truth. The�r l�ttle hearts began to swell, and they longed to protest,
and to say that they, at all events, were not there when the others
had some.
"Get along w�th you," sa�d the mother, dr�v�ng them to the other end
of the room. "You ought to be ashamed of be�ng always �n your
father's plate; and even �f he was the only one to have any, doesn't
he work, wh�le all you, a lot of good-for-noth�ngs, can't do anyth�ng
but spend! Yes, and the more the b�gger you are."
Maheu called them back. He seated Lénore on h�s left th�gh, Henr�
on the r�ght; then he f�n�shed the ch�tterl�ngs by play�ng at d�nner w�th
them. He cut small p�eces, and each had h�s share. The ch�ldren
devoured w�th del�ght.



When he had f�n�shed, he sa�d to h�s w�fe:
"No, don't g�ve me my coffee. I'm go�ng to wash f�rst; and just g�ve
me a hand to throw away th�s d�rty water."
They took hold of the handles of the tub and empt�ed �t �nto the gutter
before the door, when Jeanl�n came down �n dry garments, breeches
and a woollen blouse, too large for h�m, wh�ch were weary of fad�ng
on h�s brother's back. See�ng h�m sl�nk�ng out through the open door,
h�s mother stopped h�m.
"Where are you off to?"
"Over there."
"Over where? L�sten to me. You go and gather a dandel�on salad for
th�s even�ng. Eh, do you hear? If you don't br�ng a salad back you'll
have to deal w�th me."
"All r�ght!"
Jeanl�n set out w�th hands �n h�s pockets, tra�l�ng h�s sabots and
slouch�ng along, w�th h�s slender lo�ns of a ten-year-old urch�n, l�ke
an old m�ner. In h�s turn, Zachar�e came down, more carefully
dressed, h�s body covered by a black woollen kn�tted jacket w�th blue
str�pes. H�s father called out to h�m not to return late; and he left,
nodd�ng h�s head w�th h�s p�pe between h�s teeth, w�thout reply�ng.
Aga�n the tub was f�lled w�th warm water. Maheu was already slowly
tak�ng off h�s jacket. At a look, Alz�re led Lénore and Henr� outs�de to
play. The father d�d not l�ke wash�ng en fam�lle, as was pract�sed �n
many houses �n the settlement. He blamed no one, however; he
s�mply sa�d that �t was good for the ch�ldren to dabble together.
"What are you do�ng up there?" cr�ed Maheude, up the sta�rcase.
"I'm mend�ng my dress that I tore yesterday," repl�ed Cather�ne.
"All r�ght. Don't come down, your father �s wash�ng."
Then Maheu and Maheude were left alone. The latter dec�ded to
place Estelle on a cha�r, and by a m�racle, f�nd�ng herself near the
f�re the ch�ld d�d not scream, but turned towards her parents the
vague eyes of a l�ttle creature w�thout �ntell�gence. He was crouch�ng



before the tub qu�te naked, hav�ng f�rst plunged h�s head �nto �t, well
rubbed w�th that black soap the constant use of wh�ch d�scoloured
and made yellow the ha�r of the race. Afterwards he got �nto the
water, lathered h�s chest, belly, arms, and th�ghs, scrap�ng them
energet�cally w�th both f�sts. H�s w�fe, stand�ng by, watched h�m.
"Well, then," she began, "I saw your eyes when you came �n. You
were bothered, eh? and �t eased you, those prov�s�ons. Fancy! those
P�ola�ne people d�dn't g�ve me a sou! Oh! they are k�nd enough; they
have dressed the l�ttle ones and I was ashamed to ask them, for �t
crosses me to ask for th�ngs."
She �nterrupted herself a moment to wedge Estelle �nto the cha�r lest
she should t�p over. The father cont�nued to work away at h�s sk�n,
w�thout hasten�ng by a quest�on th�s story wh�ch �nterested h�m,
pat�ently wa�t�ng for l�ght.
"I must tell you that Ma�grat had refused me, oh! stra�ght! l�ke one
k�cks a dog out of doors. Guess �f I was on a spree! They keep you
warm, woollen garments, but they don't put anyth�ng �nto your
stomach, eh!"
He l�fted h�s head, st�ll s�lent. Noth�ng at P�ola�ne, noth�ng at
Ma�grat's: then where? But, as usual, she was pull�ng up her sleeves
to wash h�s back and those parts wh�ch he could not h�mself eas�ly
reach. Bes�des, he l�ked her to soap h�m, to rub h�m everywhere t�ll
she almost broke her wr�sts. She took soap and worked away at h�s
shoulders wh�le he held h�mself st�ff so as to res�st the shock.
"Then I returned to Ma�grat's, and sa�d to h�m, ah, I sa�d someth�ng
to h�m! And that �t d�dn't do to have no heart, and that ev�l would
happen to h�m �f there were any just�ce. That bothered h�m; he
turned h�s eyes and would l�ke to have got away."
From the back she had got down to the buttocks and was push�ng
�nto the folds, not leav�ng any part of the body w�thout pass�ng over
�t, mak�ng h�m sh�ne l�ke her three saucepans on Saturdays after a
b�g clean. Only she began to sweat w�th th�s tremendous exert�on of
her arms, so exhausted and out of breath that her words were
choked.



"At last he called me an old nu�sance. We shall have bread unt�l
Saturday, and the best �s that he has lent me f�ve francs. I have got
butter, coffee, and ch�cory from h�m. I was even go�ng to get the
meat and potatoes there, only I saw that he was grumbl�ng. Seven
sous for the ch�tterl�ngs, e�ghteen for the potatoes, and I've got three
francs seventy-f�ve left for a ragout and a meat soup. Eh, I don't th�nk
I've wasted my morn�ng!"
Now she began to w�pe h�m, plugg�ng w�th a towel the parts that
would not dry. Feel�ng happy and w�thout th�nk�ng of the future debt,
he burst out laugh�ng and took her �n h�s arms.
"Leave me alone, stup�d! You are damp, and wett�ng me. Only I'm
afra�d Ma�grat has �deas——"
She was about to speak of Cather�ne, but she stopped. What was
the good of d�sturb�ng h�m? It would only lead to endless d�scuss�on.
"What �deas?" he asked.
"Why, �deas of robb�ng us. Cather�ne w�ll have to exam�ne the b�ll
carefully."
He took her �n h�s arms aga�n, and th�s t�me d�d not let her go. The
bath always f�n�shed �n th�s way: she enl�vened h�m by the hard
rubb�ng, and then by the towels wh�ch t�ckled the ha�rs of h�s arms
and chest. Bes�des, among all h�s mates of the settlement �t was the
hour for stup�d�t�es, when more ch�ldren were planted than were
wanted. At n�ght all the fam�ly were about. He pushed her towards
the table, jest�ng l�ke a worthy man who was enjoy�ng the only good
moment of the day, call�ng that tak�ng h�s dessert, and a dessert
wh�ch cost h�m noth�ng. She, w�th her loose f�gure and breast,
struggled a l�ttle for fun.
"You are stup�d! My Lord! you are stup�d! And there's Estelle look�ng
at us. Wa�t t�ll I turn her head."
"Oh, bosh! at three months; as �f she understood!"
When he got up Maheu s�mply put on a dry pa�r of breeches. He
l�ked, when he was clean and had taken h�s pleasure w�th h�s w�fe, to
rema�n naked for a wh�le. On h�s wh�te sk�n, the wh�teness of an



anaem�c g�rl, the scratches and gashes of the coal left tattoo-marks,
grafts as the m�ners called them; and he was proud of them, and
exh�b�ted h�s b�g arms and broad chest sh�n�ng l�ke ve�ned marble. In
summer all the m�ners could be seen �n th�s cond�t�on at the�r doors.
He even went there for a moment now, �n sp�te of the wet weather,
and shouted out a rough joke to a comrade, whose breast was also
naked, on the other s�de of the gardens. Others also appeared. And
the ch�ldren, tra�l�ng along the pathways, ra�sed the�r heads and also
laughed w�th del�ght at all th�s weary flesh of workers d�splayed �n the
open a�r.
Wh�le dr�nk�ng h�s coffee, w�thout yet putt�ng on a sh�rt, Maheu told
h�s w�fe about the eng�neer's anger over the plank�ng. He was calm
and unbent, and l�stened w�th a nod of approval to the sens�ble
adv�ce of Maheude, who showed much common sense �n such
affa�rs. She always repeated to h�m that noth�ng was ga�ned by
struggl�ng aga�nst the Company. She afterwards told h�m about
Madame Hennebeau's v�s�t. W�thout say�ng so, both of them were
proud of th�s.
"Can I come down yet?" asked Cather�ne, from the top of the
sta�rcase.
"Yes, yes; your father �s dry�ng h�mself."
The young g�rl had put on her Sunday dress, an old frock of rough
blue popl�n, already faded and worn �n the folds. She had on a very
s�mple bonnet of black tulle.
"Hallo! you're dressed. Where are you go�ng to?"
"I'm go�ng to Montsou to buy a r�bbon for my bonnet. I've taken off
the old one; �t was too d�rty."
"Have you got money, then?"
"No! but Mouquette prom�sed to lend me half a franc."
The mother let her go. But at the door she called her back.
"Here! don't go and buy that r�bbon at Ma�grat's. He w�ll rob you, and
he w�ll th�nk that we are roll�ng �n wealth."



The father, who was crouch�ng down before the f�re to dry h�s neck
and shoulders more qu�ckly, contented h�mself w�th add�ng:
"Try not to dawdle about at n�ght on the road."
In the afternoon, Maheu worked �n h�s garden. Already he had sown
potatoes, beans, and peas; and he now set about replant�ng
cabbage and lettuce plants, wh�ch he had kept fresh from the n�ght
before. Th�s b�t of garden furn�shed them w�th vegetables, except
potatoes of wh�ch they never had enough. He understood garden�ng
very well, and could even grow art�chokes, wh�ch was treated as
sheer d�splay by the ne�ghbours. As he was prepar�ng the bed,
Levaque just then came out to smoke a p�pe �n h�s own square,
look�ng at the cos lettuces wh�ch Bouteloup had planted �n the
morn�ng; for w�thout the lodger's energy �n d�gg�ng noth�ng would
have grown there but nettles. And a conversat�on arose over the
trell�s. Levaque, refreshed and exc�ted by thrash�ng h�s w�fe, va�nly
tr�ed to take Maheu off to Rasseneur's. Why, was he afra�d of a
glass? They could have a game at sk�ttles, lounge about for a wh�le
w�th the mates, and then come back to d�nner. That was the way of
l�fe after leav�ng the p�t. No doubt there was no harm �n that, but
Maheu was obst�nate; �f he d�d not replant h�s lettuces they would be
faded by to-morrow. In real�ty he refused out of good sense, not
w�sh�ng to ask a farth�ng from h�s w�fe out of the change of the f�ve-
franc p�ece.
F�ve o'clock was str�k�ng when P�erronne came to know �f �t was w�th
Jeanl�n that her Lyd�e had gone off. Levaque repl�ed that �t must be
someth�ng of that sort, for Bébert had also d�sappeared, and those
rascals always went prowl�ng about together. When Maheu had
qu�eted them by speak�ng of the dandel�on salad, he and h�s
comrade set about jok�ng the young woman w�th the coarseness of
good-natured dev�ls. She was angry, but d�d not go away, �n real�ty
t�ckled by the strong words wh�ch made her scream w�th her hands
to her s�des. A lean woman came to her a�d, stammer�ng w�th anger
l�ke a cluck�ng hen. Others �n the d�stance on the�r doorsteps
conf�ded the�r alarms. Now the school was closed; and all the
ch�ldren were runn�ng about, there was a swarm of l�ttle creatures
shout�ng and tumbl�ng and f�ght�ng; wh�le those fathers who were not



at the publ�c-house were rest�ng �n groups of three or four, crouch�ng
on the�r heels as they d�d �n the m�ne, smok�ng the�r p�pes w�th an
occas�onal word �n the shelter of a wall. P�erronne went off �n a fury
when Levaque wanted to feel �f her th�ghs were f�rm; and he h�mself
dec�ded to go alone to Rasseneur's, s�nce Maheu was st�ll plant�ng.
Tw�l�ght suddenly came on; Maheude l�t the lamp, �rr�tated because
ne�ther her daughter nor the boys had come back. She could have
guessed as much; they never succeeded �n tak�ng together the only
meal of the day at wh�ch �t was poss�ble for them to be all round the
table. Then she was wa�t�ng for the dandel�on salad. What could he
be gather�ng at th�s hour, �n th�s blackness of an oven, that nu�sance
of a ch�ld! A salad would go so well w�th the stew wh�ch was
s�mmer�ng on the f�re—potatoes, leeks, sorrel, fr�casseed w�th fr�ed
on�on. The whole house smelt of that fr�ed on�on, that good odour
wh�ch gets rank so soon, and wh�ch penetrates the br�cks of the
settlements w�th such �nfect�on that one perce�ves �t far off �n the
country, the v�olent flavour of the poor man's k�tchen.
Maheu, when he left the garden at n�ghtfall, at once fell �nto a cha�r
w�th h�s head aga�nst the wall. As soon as he sat down �n the
even�ng he went to sleep. The clock struck seven; Henr� and Lénore
had just broken a plate �n pers�st�ng �n help�ng Alz�re, who was lay�ng
the table, when Father Bonnemort came �n f�rst, �n a hurry to d�ne
and go back to the p�t. Then Maheude woke up Maheu.
"Come and eat! So much the worse! They are b�g enough to f�nd the
house. The nu�sance �s the salad!"

CHAPTER V

At Rasseneur's, after hav�ng eaten h�s soup, Ét�enne went back �nto
the small chamber beneath the roof and fac�ng the Voreux, wh�ch he
was to occupy, and fell on to h�s bed dressed as he was, overcome
w�th fat�gue. In two days he had not slept four hours. When he
awoke �n the tw�l�ght he was dazed for a moment, not recogn�z�ng h�s



surround�ngs; and he felt such uneas�ness and h�s head was so
heavy that he rose, pa�nfully, w�th the �dea of gett�ng some fresh a�r
before hav�ng h�s d�nner and go�ng to bed for the n�ght.
Outs�de, the weather was becom�ng m�lder: the sooty sky was
grow�ng copper-coloured, laden w�th one of those warm ra�ns of the
Nord, the approach of wh�ch one feels by the mo�st warmth of the a�r,
and the n�ght was com�ng on �n great m�sts wh�ch drowned the
d�stant landscape of the pla�n. Over th�s �mmense sea of redd�sh
earth the low sky seemed to melt �nto black dust, w�thout a breath of
w�nd now to an�mate the darkness. It was the wan and deathly
melancholy of a funeral.
Ét�enne walked stra�ght ahead at random, w�th no other a�m but to
shake off h�s fever. When he passed before the Voreux, already
grow�ng gloomy at the bottom of �ts hole and w�th no lantern yet
sh�n�ng from �t, he stopped a moment to watch the departure of the
day-workers. No doubt s�x o'clock had struck; landers, porters from
the p�t-eye, and grooms were go�ng away �n bands, m�xed w�th the
vague and laugh�ng f�gures of the screen�ng g�rls �n the shade.
At f�rst �t was Brulé and her son-�n-law, P�erron. She was abus�ng
h�m because he had not supported her �n a quarrel w�th an overseer
over her reckon�ng of stones.
"Get along! damned good-for-noth�ng! Do you call yourself a man to
lower yourself l�ke that before one of these beasts who devour us?"
P�erron followed her peacefully, w�thout reply�ng. At last he sa�d:
"I suppose I ought to jump on the boss? Thanks for show�ng me how
to get �nto a mess!"
"Bend your backs�de to h�m, then," she shouted. "By God! �f my
daughter had l�stened to me! It's not enough for them to k�ll the
father. Perhaps you'd l�ke me to say 'thank you.' No, I'll have the�r
sk�ns f�rst!"
The�r vo�ces were lost. Ét�enne saw her d�sappear, w�th her eagle
nose, her fly�ng wh�te ha�r, her long, lean arms that gest�culated
fur�ously. But the conversat�on of two young people beh�nd caused



h�m to l�sten. He had recogn�zed Zachar�e, who was wa�t�ng there,
and who had just been addressed by h�s fr�end Mouquet.
"Are you here?" sa�d the latter. "We w�ll have someth�ng to eat, and
then off to the Volcan."
"D�rectly. I've someth�ng to attend to."
"What, then?"
The lander turned and saw Ph�loméne com�ng out of the screen�ng-
shed. He thought he understood.
"Very well, �f �t's that. Then I go ahead."
"Yes, I'll catch you up."
As he went away, Mouquet met h�s father, old Mouque, who was
also com�ng out of the Voreux. The two men s�mply w�shed each
other good even�ng, the son tak�ng the ma�n road wh�le the father
went along by the canal.
Zachar�e was already push�ng Ph�loméne �n sp�te of her res�stance
�nto the same sol�tary path. She was �n a hurry, another t�me; and the
two wrangled l�ke old housemates. There was no fun �n only see�ng
one another out of doors, espec�ally �n w�nter, when the earth �s
mo�st and there are no wheatf�elds to l�e �n.
"No, no, �t's not that," he wh�spered �mpat�ently. "I've someth�ng to
say to you." He led her gently w�th h�s arm round her wa�st. Then,
when they were �n the shadow of the p�t-bank, he asked �f she had
any money.
"What for?" she demanded.
Then he became confused, spoke of a debt of two francs wh�ch had
reduced h�s fam�ly to despa�r.
"Hold your tongue! I've seen Mouquet; you're go�ng aga�n to the
Volcan w�th h�m, where those d�rty s�nger-women are."
He defended h�mself, struck h�s chest, gave h�s word of honour.
Then, as she shrugged her shoulders, he sa�d suddenly:



"Come w�th us �f �t w�ll amuse you. You see that you don't put me out.
What do I want to do w�th the s�ngers? W�ll you come?"
"And the l�ttle one?" she repl�ed. "How can one st�r w�th a ch�ld that's
always scream�ng? Let me go back, I guess they're not gett�ng on at
the house."
But he held her and entreated. See! �t was only not to look fool�sh
before Mouquet to whom he had prom�sed. A man could not go to
bed every even�ng l�ke the fowls. She was overcome, and pulled up
the sk�rt of her gown; w�th her na�l she cut the thread and drew out
some half-franc p�eces from a corner of the hem. For fear of be�ng
robbed by her mother she h�d there the prof�t of the overt�me work
she d�d at the p�t.
"I've got f�ve, you see," she sa�d, "I'll g�ve you three. Only you must
swear that you'll make your mother dec�de to let us marry. We've had
enough of th�s l�fe �n the open a�r. And mother reproaches me for
every mouthful I eat. Swear f�rst."
She spoke w�th the soft vo�ce of a b�g, del�cate g�rl, w�thout pass�on,
s�mply t�red of her l�fe. He swore, excla�med that �t was a sacred
prom�se; then, when he had got the three p�eces, he k�ssed her,
t�ckled her, made her laugh, and would have pushed th�ngs to an
extreme �n th�s corner of the p�t-bank, wh�ch was the w�nter chamber
of the�r household, �f she had not aga�n refused, say�ng that �t would
not g�ve her any pleasure. She went back to the settlement alone,
wh�le he cut across the f�elds to rejo�n h�s compan�on.
Ét�enne had followed them mechan�cally, from afar, w�thout
understand�ng, regard�ng �t as a s�mple rendezvous. The g�rls were
precoc�ous �n the p�ts; and he recalled the L�lle work-g�rls whom he
had wa�ted for beh�nd the factor�es, those bands of g�rls, corrupted at
fourteen, �n the abandonment of the�r wretchedness. But another
meet�ng surpr�sed h�m more. He stopped.
At the bottom of the p�t-bank, �n a hollow �nto wh�ch some large
stones had sl�pped, l�ttle Jeanl�n was v�olently snubb�ng Lyd�e and
Bébert, seated one at h�s r�ght, the other at h�s left.



"What do you say? Eh? I'll slap each of you �f you want more. Who
thought of �t f�rst, eh?"
In fact, Jeanl�n had had an �dea. After hav�ng roamed about �n the
meadows, along the canal, for an hour, gather�ng dandel�ons w�th the
two others, �t had occurred to h�m, before th�s p�le of salad, that they
would never eat all that at home; and �nstead of go�ng back to the
settlement he had gone to Montsou, keep�ng Bébert to watch, and
mak�ng Lyd�e r�ng at the houses and offer the dandel�ons. He was
exper�enced enough to know that, as he sa�d, g�rls could sell what
they l�ked. In the ardour of bus�ness, the ent�re p�le had d�sappeared;
but the g�rl had ga�ned eleven sous. And now, w�th empty hands, the
three were d�v�d�ng the prof�ts.
"That's not fa�r!" Bébert declared. "Must d�v�de �nto three. If you keep
seven sous we shall only have two each."
"What? not fa�r!" repl�ed Jeanl�n fur�ously. "I gathered more f�rst of
all."
The other usually subm�tted w�th t�m�d adm�rat�on and a credul�ty
wh�ch always made h�m the dupe. Though older and stronger, he
even allowed h�mself to be struck. But th�s t�me the s�ght of all that
money exc�ted h�m to rebell�on.
"He's robb�ng us, Lyd�e, �sn't he? If he doesn't share, we'll tell h�s
mother."
Jeanl�n at once thrust h�s f�st beneath the other's nose.
"Say that aga�n! I'll go and say at your house that you sold my
mother's salad. And then, you s�lly beast, how can I d�v�de eleven
sous �nto three? Just try and see, �f you're so clever. Here are your
two sous each. Just look sharp and take them, or I'll put them �n my
pocket."
Bébert was vanqu�shed and accepted the two sous. Lyd�e, who was
trembl�ng, had sa�d noth�ng, for w�th Jeanl�n she exper�enced the fear
and the tenderness of a l�ttle beaten woman. When he held out the
two sous to her she advanced her hand w�th a subm�ss�ve laugh. But
he suddenly changed h�s m�nd.



"Eh! what w�ll you do w�th all that? Your mother w�ll nab them, sure
enough, �f you don't know how to h�de them from her. I'd better keep
them for you. When you want money you can ask me for �t."
And the n�ne sous d�sappeared. To shut her mouth he had put h�s
arms around her laugh�ngly and was roll�ng w�th her over the p�t-
bank. She was h�s l�ttle w�fe, and �n the dark corners they used to try
together the love wh�ch they heard and saw �n the�r homes beh�nd
part�t�ons, through the cracks of doors. They knew everyth�ng, but
they were able to do noth�ng, be�ng too young, fumbl�ng and play�ng
for hours at the games of v�c�ous pupp�es. He called that play�ng at
papa and mama; and when he chased her she ran away and let
herself be caught w�th the del�c�ous trembl�ng of �nst�nct, often angry,
but always y�eld�ng, �n the expectat�on of someth�ng wh�ch never
came.
As Bébert was not adm�tted to these games and rece�ved a cuff�ng
whenever he wanted to touch Lyd�e, he was always constra�ned,
ag�tated by anger and uneas�ness when the other two were amus�ng
themselves, wh�ch they d�d not hes�tate to do �n h�s presence. H�s
one �dea, therefore, was to fr�ghten them and d�sturb them, call�ng
out that someone could see them.
"It's all up! There's a man look�ng."
Th�s t�me he told the truth; �t was Ét�enne, who had dec�ded to
cont�nue h�s walk. The ch�ldren jumped up and ran away, and he
passed by round the bank, follow�ng the canal, amused at the terror
of these l�ttle rascals. No doubt �t was too early at the�r age, but they
saw and heard so much that one would have to t�e them up to
restra�n them. Yet Ét�enne became sad.
A hundred paces farther on he came across more couples. He had
arr�ved at Réqu�llart, and there, around the old ru�ned m�ne, all the
g�rls of Montsou prowled about w�th the�r lovers. It was the common
rendezvous, the remote and deserted spot to wh�ch the putters came
to get the�r f�rst ch�ld when they dared not r�sk the shed. The broken
pal�ngs opened to every one the old yard, now become a
nondescr�pt p�ece of ground, obstructed by the ru�ns of the two
sheds wh�ch had fallen �n, and by the skeletons of the large



buttresses wh�ch were st�ll stand�ng. Derel�ct trams were ly�ng about,
and p�les of old rott�ng wood, wh�le a dense vegetat�on was
reconquer�ng th�s corner of ground, d�splay�ng �tself �n th�ck grass,
and spr�ng�ng up �n young trees that were already v�gorous. Every
g�rl found herself at home here; there were concealed holes for all;
the�r lovers placed them over beams, beh�nd the t�mber, �n the trams;
they even lay elbow to elbow w�thout troubl�ng about the�r
ne�ghbours. And �t seemed that around th�s ext�ngu�shed eng�ne,
near th�s shaft weary of d�sgorg�ng coal, there was a revenge of
creat�on �n the free love wh�ch, beneath the lash of �nst�nct, planted
ch�ldren �n the bell�es of these g�rls who were yet hardly women.
Yet a caretaker l�ved there, old Mouque, to whom the Company had
g�ven up, almost beneath the destroyed tower, two rooms wh�ch
were constantly threatened by destruct�on from the expected fall of
the last walls. He had even been obl�ged to shore up a part of the
roof, and he l�ved there very comfortably w�th h�s fam�ly, he and
Mouquet �n one room, Mouquette �n the other. As the w�ndows no
longer possessed a s�ngle pane, he had dec�ded to close them by
na�l�ng up boards; one could not see well, but �t was warm. For the
rest, th�s caretaker cared for noth�ng: he went to look after h�s horses
at the Voreux, and never troubled h�mself about the ru�ns of
Réqu�llart, of wh�ch the shaft only was preserved, �n order to serve
as a ch�mney for a f�re wh�ch vent�lated the ne�ghbour�ng p�t.
It was thus that Father Mouque was end�ng h�s old age �n the m�dst
of love. Ever s�nce she was ten Mouquette had been ly�ng about �n
all the corners of the ru�ns, not as a t�m�d and st�ll green l�ttle urch�n
l�ke Lyd�e, but as a g�rl who was already b�g, and a mate for bearded
lads. The father had noth�ng to say, for she was cons�derate, and
never �ntroduced a lover �nto the house. Then he was used to th�s
sort of acc�dent. When he went to the Voreux, when he came back,
whenever he came out of h�s hole, he could scarcely put a foot down
w�thout tread�ng on a couple �n the grass; and �t was worse �f he
wanted to gather wood to heat h�s soup or look for burdocks for h�s
rabb�t at the other end of the enclosure. Then he saw one by one the
voluptuous noses of all the g�rls of Montsou r�s�ng up around h�m,
wh�le he had to be careful not to knock aga�nst the l�mbs stretched



out level w�th the paths. Bes�des, these meet�ngs had gradually
ceased to d�sturb e�ther h�m who was s�mply tak�ng care not to
stumble, or the g�rls whom he allowed to f�n�sh the�r affa�rs, go�ng
away w�th d�screet l�ttle steps l�ke a worthy man who was at peace
w�th the ways of nature. Only just as they now knew h�m he at last
also knew them, as one knows the rascally magp�es who become
corrupted �n the pear-trees �n the garden. Ah! youth! youth! how �t
goes on, how w�ld �t �s! Somet�mes he wagged h�s ch�n w�th s�lent
regret, turn�ng away from the no�sy wantons who were breath�ng too
loudly �n the darkness. Only one th�ng put h�m out of temper: two
lovers had acqu�red the bad hab�t of embrac�ng outs�de h�s wall. It
was not that �t prevented h�m from sleep�ng, but they leaned aga�nst
the wall so heav�ly that at last they damaged �t.
Every even�ng old Mouque rece�ved a v�s�t from h�s fr�end, Father
Bonnemort, who regularly before d�nner took the same walk. The two
old men spoke l�ttle, scarcely exchang�ng ten words dur�ng the half-
hour that they spent together. But �t cheered them thus to th�nk over
the days of old, to chew the�r recollect�ons over aga�n w�thout need
to talk of them. At Réqu�llart they sat on a beam s�de by s�de, say�ng
a word and then s�nk�ng �nto the�r dreams, w�th faces bent towards
the earth. No doubt they were becom�ng young aga�n. Around them
lovers were turn�ng over the�r sweethearts; there was a murmur of
k�sses and laughter; the warm odour of the g�rls arose �n the
freshness of the trodden grass. It was now forty-three years s�nce
Father Bonnemort had taken h�s w�fe beh�nd the p�t; she was a
putter, so sl�ght that he had placed her on a tram to embrace her at
ease. Ah! those were f�ne days. And the two old men, shak�ng the�r
heads, at last left each other, often w�thout say�ng good n�ght.
That even�ng, however, as Ét�enne arr�ved, Father Bonnemort, who
was gett�ng up from the beam to return to the settlement, sa�d to
Mouque:
"Good n�ght, old man. I say, you knew Rouss�e?"
Mouque was s�lent for a moment, rocked h�s shoulders; then,
return�ng to the house:
"Good n�ght, good n�ght, old man."



Ét�enne came and sat on the beam, �n h�s turn. H�s sadness was
�ncreas�ng, though he could not tell why. The old man, whose
d�sappear�ng back he watched, recalled h�s arr�val �n the morn�ng,
and the flood of words wh�ch the p�erc�ng w�nd had dragged from h�s
s�lence. What wretchedness! And all these g�rls, worn out w�th
fat�gue, who were st�ll stup�d enough �n the even�ng to fabr�cate l�ttle
ones, to y�eld flesh for labour and suffer�ng! It would never come to
an end �f they were always f�ll�ng themselves w�th starvel�ngs. Would
�t not be better �f they were to shut up the�r bell�es, and press the�r
th�ghs together, as at the approach of m�sfortune? Perhaps these
gloomy �deas only st�rred confusedly �n h�m because he was alone,
wh�le all the others at th�s hour were go�ng about tak�ng the�r
pleasure �n couples. The m�ld weather st�fled h�m a l�ttle, occas�onal
drops of ra�n fell on h�s fever�sh hands. Yes, they all came to �t; �t was
someth�ng stronger than reason.
Just then, as Ét�enne rema�ned seated mot�onless �n the shadow, a
couple who came down from Montsou rustled aga�nst h�m w�thout
see�ng h�m as they entered the uneven Réqu�llart ground. The g�rl,
certa�nly a v�rg�n, was struggl�ng and res�st�ng w�th low wh�spered
suppl�cat�ons, wh�le the lad �n s�lence was push�ng her towards the
darkness of a corner of the shed, st�ll upr�ght, under wh�ch there
were p�les of old mouldy rope. It was Cather�ne and b�g Chaval. But
Ét�enne had not recogn�zed them �n pass�ng, and h�s eyes followed
them; he was watch�ng for the end of the story, touched by a
sensual�ty wh�ch changed the course of h�s thoughts. Why should he
�nterfere? When g�rls refuse �t �s because they l�ke f�rst to be forced.
On leav�ng the settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante Cather�ne had
gone to Montsou along the road. From the age of ten, s�nce she had
earned her l�v�ng at the p�t, she went about the country alone �n the
complete l�berty of the coll�ers' fam�l�es; and �f no man had
possessed her at f�fteen �t was ow�ng to the tardy awaken�ng of her
puberty, the cr�s�s of wh�ch had not yet arr�ved. When she was �n
front of the Company's Yards she crossed the road and entered a
laundress's where she was certa�n to f�nd Mouquette; for the latter
stayed there from morn�ng t�ll n�ght, among women who treated each
other w�th coffee all round. But she was d�sappo�nted; Mouquette



had just then been regal�ng them �n her turn so thoroughly that she
was not able to lend the half-franc she had prom�sed. To console her
they va�nly offered a glass of hot coffee. She was not even w�ll�ng
that her compan�on should borrow from another woman. An �dea of
economy had come to her, a sort of superst�t�ous fear, the certa�nty
that that r�bbon would br�ng her bad luck �f she were to buy �t now.
She hastened to rega�n the road to the settlement, and had reached
the last houses of Montsou when a man at the door of the P�quette
Estam�net called her:
"Eh! Cather�ne! where are you off to so qu�ck?"
It was lanky Chaval. She was vexed, not because he d�spleased her,
but because she was not �ncl�ned to joke.
"Come �n and have a dr�nk. A l�ttle glass of sweet, won't you?"
She refused pol�tely; the n�ght was com�ng on, they were expect�ng
her at home. He had advanced, and was entreat�ng her �n a low
vo�ce �n the m�ddle of the road. It had been h�s �dea for a long t�me to
persuade her to come up to the room wh�ch he occup�ed on the f�rst
story of the Estam�net P�quette, a f�ne room for a household, w�th a
large bed. D�d he fr�ghten her, that she always refused? She laughed
good-naturedly, and sa�d that she would come up some day when
ch�ldren d�dn't grow. Then, one th�ng lead�ng to another, she told h�m,
w�thout know�ng how, about the blue r�bbon wh�ch she had not been
able to buy.
"But I'll pay for �t," he excla�med.
She blushed, feel�ng that �t would be best to refuse aga�n, but
possessed by a strong des�re to have the r�bbon. The �dea of a loan
came back to her, and at last she accepted on cond�t�on that she
should return to h�m what he spent on her. They began to joke aga�n:
�t was agreed that �f she d�d not sleep w�th h�m she should return h�m
the money. But there was another d�ff�culty when he talked of go�ng
to Ma�grat's.
"No, not Ma�grat's; mother won't let me."



"Why? �s there any need to say where one goes? He has the best
r�bbons �n Montsou."
When Ma�grat saw lanky Chaval and Cather�ne com�ng to h�s shop
l�ke two lovers who are buy�ng the�r engagement g�fts, he became
very red, and exh�b�ted h�s p�eces of blue r�bbon w�th the rage of a
man who �s be�ng made fun of. Then, when he had served the young
people, he planted h�mself at the door to watch them d�sappear �n
the tw�l�ght; and when h�s w�fe came to ask h�m a quest�on �n a t�m�d
vo�ce, he fell on her, abus�ng her, and excla�m�ng that he would make
them repent some day, the f�lthy creatures, who had no grat�tude,
when they ought all to be on the ground l�ck�ng h�s feet.
Lanky Chaval accompan�ed Cather�ne along the road. He walked
bes�de her, sw�ng�ng h�s arms; only he pushed her by the h�p,
conduct�ng her w�thout seem�ng to do so. She suddenly perce�ved
that he had made her leave the pavement and that they were tak�ng
the narrow Réqu�llart road. But she had no t�me to be angry; h�s arm
was already round her wa�st, and he was daz�ng her w�th a constant
caress of words. How stup�d she was to be afra�d! D�d he want to
hurt such a l�ttle darl�ng, who was as soft as s�lk, so tender that he
could have devoured her? And he breathed beh�nd her ear, �n her
neck, so that a shudder passed over the sk�n of her whole body. She
felt st�fled, and had noth�ng to reply. It was true that he seemed to
love her. On Saturday even�ngs, after hav�ng blown out the candle,
she had asked herself what would happen �f he were to take her �n
th�s way; then, on go�ng to sleep, she had dreamed that she would
no longer refuse, qu�te overcome by pleasure. Why, then, at the
same �dea to-day d�d she feel repugnance and someth�ng l�ke
regret? Wh�le he was t�ckl�ng her neck w�th h�s moustache so softly
that she closed her eyes, the shadow of another man, of the lad she
had seen that morn�ng, passed over the darkness of her closed
eyel�ds.
Cather�ne suddenly looked around her. Chaval had conducted her
�nto the ru�ns of Réqu�llart and she reco�led, shudder�ng, from the
darkness of the fallen shed.



"Oh! no! oh, no!" she murmured, "please let me go!" The fear of the
male had taken hold of her, that fear wh�ch st�ffens the muscles �n an
�mpulse of defence, even when g�rls are w�ll�ng, and feel the
conquer�ng approach of man. Her v�rg�n�ty wh�ch had noth�ng to learn
took fr�ght as at a threaten�ng blow, a wound of wh�ch she feared the
unknown pa�n.
"No, no! I don't want to! I tell you that I am too young. It's true!
Another t�me, when I am qu�te grown up."
He growled �n a low vo�ce:
"Stup�d! There's noth�ng to fear. What does that matter?"
But w�thout speak�ng more he had se�zed her f�rmly and pushed her
beneath the shed. And she fell on her back on the old ropes; she
ceased to protest, y�eld�ng to the male before her t�me, w�th that
hered�tary subm�ss�on wh�ch from ch�ldhood had thrown down �n the
open a�r all the g�rls of her race. Her fr�ghtened stammer�ng grew
fa�nt, and only the ardent breath of the man was heard.
Ét�enne, however, had l�stened w�thout mov�ng. Another who was
tak�ng the leap! And now that he had seen the comedy he got up,
overcome by uneas�ness, by a k�nd of jealous exc�tement �n wh�ch
there was a touch of anger. He no longer restra�ned h�mself; he
stepped over the beams, for those two were too much occup�ed now
to be d�sturbed. He was surpr�sed, therefore, when he had gone a
hundred paces along the path, to f�nd that they were already
stand�ng up, and that they appeared, l�ke h�mself, to be return�ng to
the settlement. The man aga�n had h�s arm round the g�rl's wa�st,
and was squeez�ng her, w�th an a�r of grat�tude, st�ll speak�ng �n her
neck; and �t was she who seemed �n a hurry, anx�ous to return
qu�ckly, and annoyed at the delay.
Then Ét�enne was tormented by the des�re to see the�r faces. It was
fool�sh, and he hastened h�s steps, so as not to y�eld to �t; but h�s feet
slackened of the�r own accord, and at the f�rst lamppost he
concealed h�mself �n the shade. He was petr�f�ed by horror when he
recogn�zed Cather�ne and lanky Chaval. He hes�tated at f�rst: was �t
�ndeed she, that young g�rl �n the coarse blue dress, w�th that



bonnet? Was that the urch�n whom he had seen �n breeches, w�th
her head �n the canvas cap? That was why she could pass so near
h�m w�thout h�s recogn�z�ng her. But he no longer doubted; he had
seen her eyes aga�n, w�th the�r green�sh l�mp�d�ty of spr�ng water, so
clear and so deep. What a wench! And he exper�enced a fur�ous
des�re to avenge h�mself on her w�th contempt, w�thout any mot�ve.
Bes�des, he d�d not l�ke her as a g�rl: she was fr�ghtful.
Cather�ne and Chaval had passed h�m slowly. They d�d not know
that they were watched. He held her to k�ss her beh�nd the ear, and
she began to slacken her steps beneath h�s caresses, wh�ch made
her laugh. Left beh�nd, Ét�enne was obl�ged to follow them, �rr�tated
because they barred the road and because �n sp�te of h�mself he had
to w�tness these th�ngs wh�ch exasperated h�m. It was true, then,
what she had sworn to h�m �n the morn�ng: she was not any one's
m�stress; and he, who had not bel�eved her, who had depr�ved
h�mself of her �n order not to act l�ke the other! and who had let her
be taken beneath h�s nose, push�ng h�s stup�d�ty so far as to be d�rt�ly
amused at see�ng them! It made h�m mad! he clenched h�s hands,
he could have devoured that man �n one of those �mpulses to k�ll �n
wh�ch he saw everyth�ng red.
The walk lasted for half an hour. When Chaval and Cather�ne
approached the Voreux they slackened the�r pace st�ll more; they
stopped tw�ce bes�de the canal, three t�mes along the p�t-bank, very
cheerful now and occup�ed w�th l�ttle tender games. Ét�enne was
obl�ged to stop also when they stopped, for fear of be�ng perce�ved.
He endeavoured to feel noth�ng but a brutal regret: that would teach
h�m to treat g�rls w�th cons�derat�on through be�ng well brought up!
Then, after pass�ng the Voreux, and at last free to go and d�ne at
Rasseneur's, he cont�nued to follow them, accompany�ng them to
the settlement, where he rema�ned stand�ng �n the shade for a
quarter of an hour, wa�t�ng unt�l Chaval left Cather�ne to enter her
home. And when he was qu�te sure that they were no longer
together, he set off walk�ng afresh, go�ng very far along the
March�ennes road, stamp�ng, and th�nk�ng of noth�ng, too st�fled and
too sad to shut h�mself up �n a room.



It was not unt�l an hour later, towards n�ne o'clock, that Ét�enne aga�n
passed the settlement, say�ng to h�mself that he must eat and sleep,
�f he was to be up aga�n at four o'clock �n the morn�ng. The v�llage
was already asleep, and looked qu�te black �n the n�ght. Not a gleam
shone from the closed shutters, the house fronts slept, w�th the
heavy sleep of snor�ng barracks. Only a cat escaped through the
empty gardens. It was the end of the day, the collapse of workers
fall�ng from the table to the bed, overcome w�th wear�ness and food.
At Rasseneur's, �n the l�ghted room, an eng�ne-man and two day-
workers were dr�nk�ng. But before go�ng �n Ét�enne stopped to throw
one last glance �nto the darkness. He saw aga�n the same black
�mmens�ty as �n the morn�ng when he had arr�ved �n the w�nd. Before
h�m the Voreux was crouch�ng, w�th �ts a�r of an ev�l beast, �ts
d�mness pr�cked w�th a few lantern l�ghts. The three braz�ers of the
bank were burn�ng �n the a�r, l�ke bloody moons, now and then
show�ng the vast s�lhouettes of Father Bonnemort and h�s yellow
horse. And beyond, �n the flat pla�n, shade had submerged
everyth�ng, Montsou, March�ennes, the forest of Vandame, the
�mmense sea of beetroot and of wheat, �n wh�ch there only shone,
l�ke d�stant l�ghthouses, the blue f�res of the blast furnaces, and the
red f�res of the coke ovens. Gradually the n�ght came on, the ra�n
was now fall�ng slowly, cont�nuously, bury�ng th�s vo�d �n �ts
monotonous stream�ng. Only one vo�ce was st�ll heard, the th�ck,
slow resp�rat�on of the pump�ng eng�ne, breath�ng both by day and
by n�ght.

PART THREE

CHAPTER I



On the next day, and the days that followed, Ét�enne cont�nued h�s
work at the p�t. He grew accustomed to �t; h�s ex�stence became
regulated by th�s labour and to these new hab�ts wh�ch had seemed
so hard to h�m at f�rst. Only one ep�sode �nterrupted the monotony of
the f�rst fortn�ght: a sl�ght fever wh�ch kept h�m �n bed for forty-e�ght
hours w�th ach�ng l�mbs and throbb�ng head, dream�ng �n a state of
sem�-del�r�um that he was push�ng h�s tram �n a passage that was so
narrow that h�s body would not pass through. It was s�mply the
exhaust�on of h�s apprent�cesh�p, an excess of fat�gue from wh�ch he
qu�ckly recovered.
And days followed days, unt�l weeks and months had sl�pped by.
Now, l�ke h�s mates, he got up at three o'clock, drank h�s coffee, and
carr�ed off the double sl�ce of bread and butter wh�ch Madame
Rasseneur had prepared for h�m the even�ng before. Regularly as he
went every morn�ng to the p�t, he met old Bonnemort who was go�ng
home to sleep, and on leav�ng �n the afternoon he crossed Bouteloup
who was go�ng to h�s task. He had h�s cap, h�s breeches and canvas
jacket, and he sh�vered and warmed h�s back �n the shed before the
large f�re. Then came the wa�t�ng w�th naked feet �n the rece�v�ng-
room, swept by fur�ous currents of a�r. But the eng�ne, w�th �ts great
steel l�mbs starred w�th copper sh�n�ng up above �n the shade, no
longer attracted h�s attent�on, nor the cables wh�ch flew by w�th the
black and s�lent mot�on of a nocturnal b�rd, nor the cages r�s�ng and
plung�ng unceas�ngly �n the m�dst of the no�se of s�gnals, of shouted
orders, of trams shak�ng the metal floor. H�s lamp burnt badly, that
confounded lamp-man could not have cleaned �t; and he only woke
up when Mouquet bundled them all off, rogu�shly smack�ng the g�rls'
flanks. The cage was unfastened, and fell l�ke a stone to the bottom
of a hole w�thout caus�ng h�m even to l�ft h�s head to see the dayl�ght
van�sh. He never thought of a poss�ble fall; he felt h�mself at home as
he sank �nto the darkness beneath the fall�ng ra�n. Below at the p�t-
eye, when P�erron had unloaded them w�th h�s a�r of hypocr�t�cal
m�ldness, there was always the same tramp�ng as of a flock, the
yard-men each go�ng away to h�s cutt�ng w�th tra�l�ng steps. He now
knew the m�ne galler�es better than the streets of Montsou; he knew
where he had to turn, where he had to stoop, and where he had to
avo�d a puddle. He had grown so accustomed to these two



k�lometres beneath the earth, that he could have traversed them
w�thout a lamp, w�th h�s hands �n h�s pockets. And every t�me the
same meet�ngs took place: a capta�n l�ght�ng up the faces of the
pass�ng workmen, Father Mouque lead�ng a horse, Bébert
conduct�ng the snort�ng Bata�lle, Jeanl�n runn�ng beh�nd the tram to
close the vent�lat�on doors, and b�g Mouquette and lean Lyd�e
push�ng the�r trams.
After a t�me, also, Ét�enne suffered much less from the damp and
closeness of the cutt�ng. The ch�mney or ascend�ng passage
seemed to h�m more conven�ent for cl�mb�ng up, as �f he had melted
and could pass through cracks where before he would not have
r�sked a hand. He breathed the coal-dust w�thout d�ff�culty, saw
clearly �n the obscur�ty, and sweated tranqu�lly, hav�ng grown
accustomed to the sensat�on of wet garments on h�s body from
morn�ng to n�ght. Bes�des, he no longer spent h�s energy recklessly;
he had ga�ned sk�ll so rap�dly that he aston�shed the whole stall. In
three weeks he was named among the best putters �n the p�t; no one
pushed a tram more rap�dly to the upbrow, nor loaded �t afterwards
so correctly. H�s small f�gure allowed h�m to sl�p about everywhere,
and though h�s arms were as del�cate and wh�te as a woman's, they
seemed to be made of �ron beneath the smooth sk�n, so v�gorously
d�d they perform the�r task. He never compla�ned, out of pr�de no
doubt, even when he was pant�ng w�th fat�gue. The only th�ng they
had aga�nst h�m was that he could not take a joke, and grew angry
as soon as any one trod on h�s toes. In all other respects he was
accepted and looked upon as a real m�ner, reduced beneath th�s
pressure of hab�t, l�ttle by l�ttle, to a mach�ne.
Maheu regarded Ét�enne w�th spec�al fr�endsh�p, for he respected
work that was well done. Then, l�ke the others, he felt that th�s lad
had more educat�on than h�mself; he saw h�m read, wr�te, and draw
l�ttle plans; he heard h�m talk�ng of th�ngs of wh�ch he h�mself d�d not
know even the ex�stence. Th�s caused h�m no aston�shment, for
m�ners are rough fellows who have th�cker heads than eng�ne-men;
but he was surpr�sed at the courage of th�s l�ttle chap, and at the
cheerful way he had b�tten �nto the coal to avo�d dy�ng of hunger. He
had never met a workman who grew accustomed to �t so qu�ckly. So



when hew�ng was urgent, and he d�d not w�sh to d�sturb a p�keman,
he gave the t�mber�ng over to the young man, be�ng sure of the
neatness and sol�d�ty of h�s work. The bosses were always bother�ng
h�m about the damned plank�ng quest�on; he feared every hour the
appearance of the eng�neer Négrel, followed by Dansaert, shout�ng,
d�scuss�ng, order�ng everyth�ng to be done over aga�n, and he
remarked that h�s putter's t�mber�ng gave greater sat�sfact�on to
these gentlemen, �n sp�te of the�r a�r of never be�ng pleased w�th
anyth�ng, and the�r repeated assert�ons that the Company would one
day or another take rad�cal measures. Th�ngs dragged on; a deep
d�scontent was foment�ng �n the p�t, and Maheu h�mself, �n sp�te of
h�s calmness, was beg�nn�ng to clench h�s f�sts.
There was at f�rst some r�valry between Zachar�e and Ét�enne. One
even�ng they were even com�ng to blows. But the former, a good lad
though careless of everyth�ng but h�s own pleasure, was qu�ckly
appeased by the fr�endly offer of a glass, and soon y�elded to the
super�or�ty of the new-comer. Levaque was also on good terms w�th
h�m, talk�ng pol�t�cs w�th the putter, who, as he sa�d, had h�s own
�deas. The only one of the men �n whom he felt a deep host�l�ty was
lanky Chaval: not that they were cool towards each other, for, on the
contrary, they had become compan�ons; only when they joked the�r
eyes seemed to devour each other. Cather�ne cont�nued to move
among them as a t�red, res�gned g�rl, bend�ng her back, push�ng her
tram, always good-natured w�th her compan�on �n the putt�ng, who
a�ded her �n h�s turn, and subm�ss�ve to the w�shes of her lover,
whose caresses she now rece�ved openly. It was an accepted
s�tuat�on, a recogn�zed domest�c arrangement to wh�ch the fam�ly
�tself closed �ts eyes to such a degree that Chaval every even�ng led
away the putter beh�nd the p�t-bank, then brought her back to her
parents' door, where he f�nally embraced her before the whole
settlement. Ét�enne, who bel�eved that he had reconc�led h�mself to
the s�tuat�on, often teased her about these walks, mak�ng crude
remarks by way of joke, as lads and g�rls w�ll at the bottom of the
cutt�ngs; and she repl�ed �n the same tone, tell�ng �n a swagger�ng
way what her lover had done to her, yet d�sturbed and grow�ng pale
when the young man's eyes chanced to meet hers. Then both would
turn away the�r heads, not speak�ng aga�n, perhaps, for an hour,



look�ng as �f they hated each other because of someth�ng bur�ed
w�th�n them and wh�ch they could never expla�n to each other.
The spr�ng had come. On emerg�ng from the p�t one day Ét�enne had
rece�ved �n h�s face a warm Apr�l breeze, a good odour of young
earth, of tender greenness, of large open a�r; and now, every t�me he
came up the spr�ng smelt sweeter, warmed h�m more, after h�s ten
hours of labour �n the eternal w�nter at the bottom, �n the m�dst of that
damp darkness wh�ch no summer had ever d�ss�pated. The days
grew longer and longer; at last, �n May, he went down at sunr�se
when a verm�l�on sky l�t up the Voreux w�th a m�st of dawn �n wh�ch
the wh�te vapour of the pump�ng-eng�ne became rose-coloured.
There was no more sh�ver�ng, a warm breath blew across the pla�n,
wh�le the larks sang far above. Then at three o'clock he was dazzled
by the now burn�ng sun wh�ch set f�re to the hor�zon, and reddened
the br�cks beneath the f�lth of the coal. In June the wheat was
already h�gh, of a blue green, wh�ch contrasted w�th the black green
of the beetroots. It was an endless v�sta undulat�ng beneath the
sl�ghtest breeze; and he saw �t spread and grow from day to day, and
was somet�mes surpr�sed, as �f he had found �t �n the even�ng more
swollen w�th verdure than �t had been �n the morn�ng. The poplars
along the canal were putt�ng on the�r plumes of leaves. Grass was
�nvad�ng the p�t-bank, flowers were cover�ng the meadows, a whole
l�fe was germ�nat�ng and push�ng up from th�s earth beneath wh�ch
he was groan�ng �n m�sery and fat�gue.
When Ét�enne now went for a walk �n the even�ng he no longer
startled lovers beh�nd the p�t-bank. He could follow the�r track �n the
wheat and d�v�ne the�r wanton b�rds' nests by edd�es among the
yellow�ng blades and the great red popp�es. Zachar�e and Ph�loméne
came back to �t out of old domest�c hab�t; Mother Brulé, always on
Lyd�e's heels, was constantly hunt�ng her out w�th Jeanl�n, bur�ed so
deeply together that one had to tread on them before they made up
the�r m�nds to get up; and as to Mouquette, she lay about
everywhere—one could not cross a f�eld w�thout see�ng her head
plunge down wh�le only her feet emerged as she lay at full length.
But all these were qu�te free; the young man found noth�ng gu�lty
there except on the even�ngs when he met Cather�ne and Chaval.



Tw�ce he saw them on h�s approach tumble down �n the m�dst of a
f�eld, where the mot�onless stalks afterwards rema�ned dead.
Another t�me, as he was go�ng along a narrow path, Cather�ne's
clear eyes appeared before h�m, level w�th the wheat, and
�mmed�ately sank. Then the �mmense pla�n seemed to h�m too small,
and he preferred to pass the even�ng at Rasseneur's, �n the
Avantage.
"G�ve me a glass, Madame Rasseneur. No, I'm not go�ng out to-
n�ght; my legs are too st�ff."
And he turned towards a comrade, who always sat at the bottom
table w�th h�s head aga�nst the wall.
"Souvar�ne, won't you have one?"
"No, thanks; noth�ng."
Ét�enne had become acqua�nted w�th Souvar�ne through l�v�ng there
s�de by s�de. He was an eng�ne-man at the Voreux, and occup�ed the
furn�shed room upsta�rs next to h�s own. He must have been about
th�rty years old, fa�r and slender, w�th a del�cate face framed by th�ck
ha�r and a sl�ght beard. H�s wh�te po�nted teeth, h�s th�n mouth and
nose, w�th h�s rosy complex�on, gave h�m a g�rl�sh appearance, an a�r
of obst�nate gentleness, across wh�ch the grey reflect�on of h�s steely
eyes threw savage gleams. In h�s poor workman's room there was
noth�ng but a box of papers and books. He was a Russ�an, and
never spoke of h�mself, so that many stor�es were afloat concern�ng
h�m. The coll�ers, who are very susp�c�ous w�th strangers, guess�ng
from h�s small m�ddle-class hands that he belonged to another caste,
had at f�rst �mag�ned a romance, some assass�nat�on, and that he
was escap�ng pun�shment. But then he had behaved �n such a
fraternal way w�th them, w�thout any pr�de, d�str�but�ng to the
youngsters of the settlement all the sous �n h�s pockets, that they
now accepted h�m, reassured by the term "pol�t�cal refugee" wh�ch
c�rculated about h�m—a vague term, �n wh�ch they saw an excuse
even for cr�me, and, as �t were, a compan�onsh�p �n suffer�ng.
Dur�ng the f�rst weeks, Ét�enne had found h�m t�m�d and reserved, so
that he only d�scovered h�s h�story later on. Souvar�ne was the latest



born of a noble fam�ly �n the Government of Tula. At St. Petersburg,
where he stud�ed med�c�ne, the soc�al�st�c enthus�asm wh�ch then
carr�ed away all the youth �n Russ�a had dec�ded h�m to learn a
manual trade, that of a mechan�c, so that he could m�x w�th the
people, �n order to know them and help them as a brother. And �t was
by th�s trade that he was now l�v�ng after hav�ng fled, �n consequence
of an unsuccessful attempt aga�nst the tsar's l�fe: for a month he had
l�ved �n a fru�terer's cellar, hollow�ng out a m�ne underneath the road,
and charg�ng bombs, w�th the constant r�sk of be�ng blown up w�th
the house. Renounced by h�s fam�ly, w�thout money, expelled from
the French workshops as a fore�gner who was regarded as a spy, he
was dy�ng of starvat�on when the Montsou Company had at last
taken h�m on at a moment of pressure. For a year he had laboured
there as a good, sober, s�lent workman, do�ng day-work one week
and n�ght-work the next week, so regularly that the masters referred
to h�m as an example to the others.
"Are you never th�rsty?" sa�d Ét�enne to h�m, laugh�ng.
And he repl�ed w�th h�s gentle vo�ce, almost w�thout an accent:
"I am th�rsty when I eat."
H�s compan�on also joked h�m about the g�rls, declar�ng that he had
seen h�m w�th a putter �n the wheat on the Bas-de-So�e s�de. Then
he shrugged h�s shoulders w�th tranqu�l �nd�fference. What should he
do w�th a putter? Woman was for h�m a boy, a comrade, when she
had the fraternal feel�ng and the courage of a man. What was the
good of hav�ng a poss�ble act of coward�ce on one's consc�ence? He
des�red no bond, e�ther woman or fr�end; he would be master of h�s
own l�fe and those of others.
Every even�ng towards n�ne o'clock, when the �nn was empty�ng,
Ét�enne rema�ned thus talk�ng w�th Souvar�ne. He drank h�s beer �n
small s�ps, wh�le the eng�ne-man smoked constant c�garettes, of
wh�ch the tobacco had at last sta�ned h�s slender f�ngers. H�s vague
myst�c's eyes followed the smoke �n the m�dst of a dream; h�s left
hand sought occupat�on by nervously tw�tch�ng; and he usually
ended by �nstall�ng a tame rabb�t on h�s knees, a large doe w�th
young, who l�ved at l�berty �n the house. Th�s rabb�t, wh�ch he had



named Poland, had grown to worsh�p h�m; she would come and
smell h�s trousers, fawn on h�m and scratch h�m w�th her paws unt�l
he took her up l�ke a ch�ld. Then, ly�ng �n a heap aga�nst h�m, her
ears la�d back, she would close her eyes; and w�thout grow�ng t�red,
w�th an unconsc�ous caress�ng gesture, he would pass h�s hand over
her grey s�lky fur, calmed by that warm l�v�ng softness.
"You know I have had a letter from Pluchart," sa�d Ét�enne one
even�ng.
Only Rasseneur was there. The last cl�ent had departed for the
settlement, wh�ch was now go�ng to bed.
"Ah!" excla�med the �nnkeeper, stand�ng up before h�s two lodgers.
"How are th�ngs go�ng w�th Pluchart?"
Dur�ng the last two months, Ét�enne had kept up a constant
correspondence w�th the L�lle mechan�c�an, whom he had told of h�s
Montsou engagement, and who was now �ndoctr�nat�ng h�m, hav�ng
been struck by the propaganda wh�ch he m�ght carry on among the
m�ners.
"The assoc�at�on �s gett�ng on very well. It seems that they are
com�ng �n from all s�des."
"What have you got to say, eh, about the�r soc�ety?" asked
Rasseneur of Souvar�ne.
The latter, who was softly scratch�ng Poland's head, blew out a puff
of smoke and muttered, w�th h�s tranqu�l a�r:
"More foolery!"
But Ét�enne grew enthus�ast�c. A pred�spos�t�on for revolt was
throw�ng h�m, �n the f�rst �llus�ons of h�s �gnorance, �nto the struggle of
labour aga�nst cap�tal. It was the Internat�onal Work�ng Men's
Assoc�at�on that they were concerned w�th, that famous Internat�onal
wh�ch had just been founded �n London. Was not that a superb effort,
a campa�gn �n wh�ch just�ce would at last tr�umph? No more front�ers;
the workers of the whole world r�s�ng and un�t�ng to assure to the
labourer the bread that he has earned. And what a s�mple and great
organ�zat�on! Below, the sect�on wh�ch represents the commune;



then the federat�on wh�ch groups the sect�ons of the same prov�nce;
then the nat�on; and then, at last, human�ty �ncarnated �n a general
counc�l �n wh�ch each nat�on was represented by a correspond�ng
secretary. In s�x months �t would conquer the world, and would be
able to d�ctate laws to the masters should they prove obst�nate.
"Foolery!" repeated Souvar�ne. "Your Karl Marx �s st�ll only th�nk�ng
about lett�ng natural forces act. No pol�t�cs, no consp�rac�es, �s �t not
so? Everyth�ng �n the l�ght of day, and s�mply to ra�se wages. Don't
bother me w�th your evolut�on! Set f�re to the four corners of the
town, mow down the people, level everyth�ng, and when there �s
noth�ng more of th�s rotten world left stand�ng, perhaps a better one
w�ll grow up �n �ts place."
Ét�enne began to laugh. He d�d not always take �n h�s comrade's
say�ngs; th�s theory of destruct�on seemed to h�m an affectat�on.
Rasseneur, who was st�ll more pract�cal, l�ke a man of sol�d common
sense d�d not condescend to get angry. He only wanted to have
th�ngs clear.
"Then, what? Are you go�ng to try and create a sect�on at Montsou?"
Th�s was what was des�red by Pluchart, who was secretary to the
Federat�on of the Nord. He �ns�sted espec�ally on the serv�ces wh�ch
the assoc�at�on would render to the m�ners should they go out on
str�ke. Ét�enne bel�eved that a str�ke was �mm�nent: th�s t�mber�ng
bus�ness would turn out badly; any further demands on the part of
the Company would cause rebell�on �n all the p�ts.
"It's the subscr�pt�ons that are the nu�sance," Rasseneur declared, �n
a jud�c�al tone. "Half a franc a year for the general fund, two francs
for the sect�on; �t looks l�ke noth�ng, but I bet that many w�ll refuse to
g�ve �t."
"All the more," added Ét�enne, "because we must f�rst have here a
Prov�dent Fund, wh�ch we can use �f need be as an emergency fund.
No matter, �t �s t�me to th�nk about these th�ngs. I am ready �f the
others are."
There was s�lence. The petroleum lamp smoked on the counter.
Through the large open door they could d�st�nctly hear the shovel of



a stoker at the Voreux stok�ng the eng�ne.
"Everyth�ng �s so dear!" began Madame Rasseneur, who had
entered and was l�sten�ng w�th a gloomy a�r as �f she had grown up �n
her everlast�ng black dress. "When I tell you that I've pa�d twenty-two
sous for eggs! It w�ll have to burst up."
All three men th�s t�me were of the same op�n�on. They spoke one
after the other �n a despa�r�ng vo�ce, g�v�ng express�on to the�r
compla�nts. The workers could not hold out; the Revolut�on had only
aggravated the�r wretchedness; only the bourgeo�s had grown fat
s�nce '89, so greed�ly that they had not even left the bottom of the
plates to l�ck. Who could say that the workers had had the�r
reasonable share �n the extraord�nary �ncrease of wealth and comfort
dur�ng the last hundred years? They had made fun of them by
declar�ng them free. Yes, free to starve, a freedom of wh�ch they fully
ava�led themselves. It put no bread �nto your cupboard to go and
vote for f�ne fellows who went away and enjoyed themselves,
th�nk�ng no more of the wretched voters than of the�r old boots. No!
one way or another �t would have to come to an end, e�ther qu�etly by
laws, by an understand�ng �n good fellowsh�p, or l�ke savages by
burn�ng everyth�ng and devour�ng one another. Even �f they never
saw �t, the�r ch�ldren would certa�nly see �t, for the century could not
come to an end w�thout another revolut�on, that of the workers th�s
t�me, a general hustl�ng wh�ch would cleanse soc�ety from top to
bottom, and rebu�ld �t w�th more cleanl�ness and just�ce.
"It w�ll have to burst up," Madame Rasseneur repeated energet�cally.
"Yes, yes," they all three cr�ed. "It w�ll have to burst up." Souvar�ne
was now t�ckl�ng Poland's ears, and her nose was curl�ng w�th
pleasure. He sa�d �n a low vo�ce, w�th abstracted gaze, as �f to
h�mself:
"Ra�se wages—how can you? They're f�xed by an �ron law to the
smallest poss�ble sum, just the sum necessary to allow the workers
to eat dry bread and get ch�ldren. If they fall too low, the workers d�e,
and the demand for new men makes them r�se. If they r�se too h�gh,
more men come, and they fall. It �s the balance of empty bell�es, a
sentence to a perpetual pr�son of hunger."



When he thus forgot h�mself, enter�ng �nto the quest�ons that st�r an
educated soc�al�st, Ét�enne and Rasseneur became restless,
d�sturbed by h�s despa�r�ng statements wh�ch they were unable to
answer.
"Do you understand?" he sa�d aga�n, gaz�ng at them w�th h�s hab�tual
calmness; "we must destroy everyth�ng, or hunger w�ll reappear. Yes,
anarchy and noth�ng more; the earth washed �n blood and pur�f�ed by
f�re! Then we shall see!"
"Mons�eur �s qu�te r�ght," sa�d Madame Rasseneur, who, �n her
revolut�onary v�olence, was always very pol�te.
Ét�enne, �n despa�r at h�s �gnorance, would argue no longer. He rose,
remark�ng:
"Let's go to bed. All th�s won't save one from gett�ng up at three
o'clock."
Souvar�ne, hav�ng blown away the c�garette-end wh�ch was st�ck�ng
to h�s l�ps, was already gently l�ft�ng the b�g rabb�t beneath the belly
to place �t on the ground. Rasseneur was shutt�ng up the house.
They separated �n s�lence w�th buzz�ng ears, as �f the�r heads had
swollen w�th the grave quest�ons they had been d�scuss�ng.
And every even�ng there were s�m�lar conversat�ons �n the bare room
around the s�ngle glass wh�ch Ét�enne took an hour to empty. A
crowd of obscure �deas, asleep w�th�n h�m, were st�rr�ng and
expand�ng. Espec�ally consumed by the need of knowledge, he had
long hes�tated to borrow books from h�s ne�ghbour, who
unfortunately had hardly any but German and Russ�an works. At last
he had borrowed a French book on Co-operat�ve Soc�et�es—mere
foolery, sa�d Souvar�ne; and he also regularly read a newspaper
wh�ch the latter rece�ved, the Combat, an Anarch�st journal publ�shed
at Geneva. In other respects, notw�thstand�ng the�r da�ly relat�ons, he
found h�m as reserved as ever, w�th h�s a�r of camp�ng �n l�fe, w�thout
�nterests or feel�ngs or possess�ons of any k�nd.
Towards the f�rst days of July, Ét�enne's s�tuat�on began to �mprove.
In the m�dst of th�s monotonous l�fe, always beg�nn�ng over aga�n, an
acc�dent had occurred. The stalls �n the Gu�llaume seam had come



across a sh�ft�ng of the strata, a general d�sturbance �n the layers,
wh�ch certa�nly announced that they were approach�ng a fault; and,
�n fact, they soon came across th�s fault wh�ch the eng�neers, �n sp�te
of cons�derable knowledge of the so�l, were st�ll �gnorant of. Th�s
upset the p�t; noth�ng was talked of but the lost seam, wh�ch was to
be found, no doubt, lower down on the other s�de of the fault. The old
m�ners were already expand�ng the�r nostr�ls, l�ke good dogs, �n a
chase for coal. But, meanwh�le, the hewers could not stand w�th
folded arms, and placards announced that the Company would put
up new work�ngs to auct�on.
Maheu, on com�ng out one day, accompan�ed Ét�enne and offered to
take h�m on as a p�keman �n h�s work�ng, �n place of Levaque who
had gone to another yard. The matter had already been arranged
w�th the head capta�n and the eng�neer, who were very pleased w�th
the young man. So Ét�enne merely had to accept th�s rap�d
promot�on, glad of the grow�ng esteem �n wh�ch Maheu held h�m.
In the even�ng they returned together to the p�t to take note of the
placards. The cutt�ngs put up to auct�on were �n the F�lonn�ére seam
�n the north gallery of the Voreux. They d�d not seem very
advantageous, and the m�ner shook h�s head when the young man
read out the cond�t�ons. On the follow�ng day when they had gone
down, he took h�m to see the seam, and showed h�m how far away �t
was from the p�t-eye, the crumbly nature of the earth, the th�nness
and hardness of the coal. But �f they were to eat they would have to
work. So on the follow�ng Sunday they went to the auct�on, wh�ch
took place �n the shed and was pres�ded over by the eng�neer of the
p�t, ass�sted by the head capta�n, �n the absence of the d�v�s�onal
eng�neer. From f�ve to s�x hundred m�ners were there �n front of the
l�ttle platform, wh�ch was placed �n the corner, and the b�dd�ng went
on so rap�dly that one only heard a deep tumult of vo�ces, of shouted
f�gures drowned by other f�gures.
For a moment Maheu feared that he would not be able to obta�n one
of the forty work�ngs offered by the Company. All the r�vals went
lower, d�squ�eted by the rumours of a cr�s�s and the pan�c of a lock-
out. Négrel, the eng�neer, d�d not hurry �n the face of th�s pan�c, and
allowed the offers to fall to the lowest poss�ble f�gures, wh�le



Dansaert, anx�ous to push matters st�ll further, l�ed w�th regard to the
qual�ty of the work�ngs. In order to get h�s f�fty metres, Maheu
struggled w�th a comrade who was also obst�nate; �n turn they each
took off a cent�me from the tram; and �f he conquered �n the end �t
was only by lower�ng the wage to such an extent, that the capta�n
R�chomme, who was stand�ng beh�nd h�m, muttered between h�s
teeth, and nudged h�m w�th h�s elbow, growl�ng angr�ly that he could
never do �t at that pr�ce.
When they came out Ét�enne was swear�ng. And he broke out before
Chaval, who was return�ng from the wheatf�elds �n company w�th
Cather�ne, amus�ng h�mself wh�le h�s father-�n-law was absorbed �n
ser�ous bus�ness.
"By God!" he excla�med, "�t's s�mply slaughter! Today �t �s the worker
who �s forced to devour the worker!"
Chaval was fur�ous. He would never have lowered �t, he wouldn't.
And Zachar�e, who had come out of cur�os�ty, declared that �t was
d�sgust�ng. But Ét�enne w�th a v�olent gesture s�lenced them.
"It w�ll end some day, we shall be the masters!"
Maheu, who had been mute s�nce the auct�on, appeared to wake up.
He repeated:
"Masters! Ah! bad luck! �t can't be too soon!"

CHAPTER II

It was Montsou feast-day, the last Sunday �n July. S�nce Saturday
even�ng the good housekeepers of the settlement had deluged the�r
parlours w�th water, throw�ng bucketfuls over the flags and aga�nst
the walls; and the floor was not yet dry, �n sp�te of the wh�te sand
wh�ch had been strewn over �t, an expens�ve luxury for the purses of
the poor. But the day prom�sed to be very warm; �t was one of those
heavy sk�es threaten�ng storm, wh�ch �n summer st�fle th�s flat bare
country of the Nord.



Sunday upset the hours for r�s�ng, even among the Maheus. Wh�le
the father, after f�ve o'clock, grew weary of h�s bed and dressed
h�mself, the ch�ldren lay �n bed unt�l n�ne. On th�s day Maheu went to
smoke a p�pe �n the garden, and then came back to eat h�s bread
and butter alone, wh�le wa�t�ng. He thus passed the morn�ng �n a
random manner; he mended the tub, wh�ch leaked; stuck up beneath
the clock a portra�t of the pr�nce �mper�al wh�ch had been g�ven to the
l�ttle ones. However, the others came down one by one. Father
Bonnemort had taken a cha�r outs�de, to s�t �n the sun, wh�le the
mother and Alz�re had at once set about cook�ng. Cather�ne
appeared, push�ng before her Lénore and Henr�, whom she had just
dressed. Eleven o'clock struck, and the odour of the rabb�t, wh�ch
was bo�l�ng w�th potatoes, was already f�ll�ng the house when
Zachar�e and Jeanl�n came down last, st�ll yawn�ng and w�th the�r
swollen eyes.
The settlement was now �n a flutter, exc�ted by the feast-day, and �n
expectat�on of d�nner, wh�ch was be�ng hastened for the departure �n
bands to Montsou. Troops of ch�ldren were rush�ng about. Men �n
the�r sh�rt-sleeves were tra�l�ng the�r old shoes w�th the lazy ga�t of
days of rest. W�ndows and doors, opened w�de �n the f�ne weather,
gave gl�mpses of rows of parlours wh�ch were f�lled w�th movement
and shouts and the chatter of fam�l�es. And from one end to the other
of the frontages, there was a smell of rabb�t, a r�ch k�tchen smell
wh�ch on th�s day struggled w�th the �nveterate odour of fr�ed on�on.
The Maheus d�ned at m�dday. They made l�ttle no�se �n the m�dst of
the chatter from door to door, �n the com�ng and go�ng of women �n a
constant uproar of calls and repl�es, of objects borrowed, of
youngsters hunted away or brought back w�th a slap. Bes�des, they
had not been on good terms dur�ng the last three weeks w�th the�r
ne�ghbours, the Levaques, on the subject of the marr�age of
Zachar�e and Ph�loméne. The men passed the t�me of day, but the
women pretended not to know each other. Th�s quarrel had
strengthened the relat�ons w�th P�erronne, only P�erronne had left
P�erron and Lyd�e w�th her mother, and set out early �n the morn�ng
to spend the day w�th a cous�n at March�ennes; and they joked, for
they knew th�s cous�n; she had a moustache, and was head capta�n



at the Voreux. Maheude declared that �t was not proper to leave
one's fam�ly on a feast-day Sunday.
Bes�de the rabb�t w�th potatoes, a rabb�t wh�ch had been fatten�ng �n
the shed for a month, the Maheus had meat soup and beef. The
fortn�ght's wages had just fallen due the day before. They could not
recollect such a spread. Even at the last St. Barbara's Day, the fete
of the m�ners when they do noth�ng for three days, the rabb�t had not
been so fat nor so tender. So the ten pa�rs of jaws, from l�ttle Estelle,
whose teeth were beg�nn�ng to appear, to old Bonnemort, who was
los�ng h�s, worked so heart�ly that the bones themselves
d�sappeared. The meat was good, but they could not d�gest �t well;
they saw �t too seldom. Everyth�ng d�sappeared; there only rema�ned
a p�ece of bo�led beef for the even�ng. They could add bread and
butter �f they were hungry.
Jeanl�n went out f�rst. Bébert was wa�t�ng for h�m beh�nd the school,
and they prowled about for a long t�me before they were able to
ent�ce away Lyd�e, whom Brulé, who had dec�ded not to go out, was
try�ng to keep w�th her. When she perce�ved that the ch�ld had fled,
she shouted and brand�shed her lean arms, wh�le P�erron, annoyed
at the d�sturbance, strolled qu�etly away w�th the a�r of a husband
who can amuse h�mself w�th a good consc�ence, know�ng that h�s
w�fe also has her l�ttle amusements.
Old Bonnemort set out at last, and Maheu dec�ded to have a l�ttle
fresh a�r after ask�ng Maheude �f she would come and jo�n h�m down
below. No, she couldn't at all, �t was noth�ng but drudgery w�th the
l�ttle ones; but perhaps she would, all the same; she would th�nk
about �t: they could eas�ly f�nd each other. When he got outs�de he
hes�tated, then he went �nto the ne�ghbours' to see �f Levaque was
ready. There he found Zachar�e, who was wa�t�ng for Ph�loméne, and
the Levaque woman started aga�n on that everlast�ng subject of
marr�age, say�ng that she was be�ng made fun of and that she would
have an explanat�on w�th Maheude once and for all. Was l�fe worth
l�v�ng when one had to keep one's daughter's fatherless ch�ldren
wh�le she went off w�th her lover? Ph�loméne qu�etly f�n�shed putt�ng
on her bonnet, and Zachar�e took her off, say�ng that he was qu�te
w�ll�ng �f h�s mother was w�ll�ng. As Levaque had already gone,



Maheu referred h�s angry ne�ghbour to h�s w�fe and hastened to
depart. Bouteloup, who was f�n�sh�ng a fragment of cheese w�th both
elbows on the table, obst�nately refused the fr�endly offer of a glass.
He would stay �n the house l�ke a good husband.
Gradually the settlement was empt�ed; all the men went off one
beh�nd the other, wh�le the g�rls, watch�ng at the doors, set out �n the
oppos�te d�rect�on on the arms of the�r lovers. As her father turned
the corner of the church, Cather�ne perce�ved Chaval, and,
hasten�ng to jo�n h�m, they took together the Montsou road. And the
mother rema�ned alone, �n the m�dst of her scattered ch�ldren,
w�thout strength to leave her cha�r, where she was pour�ng out a
second glass of bo�l�ng coffee, wh�ch she drank �n l�ttle s�ps. In the
settlement there were only the women left, �nv�t�ng each other to
f�n�sh the dregs of the coffee-pots, around tables that were st�ll warm
and greasy w�th the d�nner.
Maheu had guessed that Levaque was at the Avantage, and he
slowly went down to Rasseneur's. In fact, beh�nd the bar, �n the l�ttle
garden shut �n by a hedge, Levaque was hav�ng a game of sk�ttles
w�th some mates. Stand�ng by, and not play�ng, Father Bonnemort
and old Mouque were follow�ng the ball, so absorbed that they even
forgot to nudge each other w�th the�r elbows. A burn�ng sun struck
down on them perpend�cularly; there was only one streak of shade
by the s�de of the �nn; and Ét�enne was there dr�nk�ng h�s glass
before a table, annoyed because Souvar�ne had just left h�m to go up
to h�s room. Nearly every Sunday the eng�ne-man shut h�mself up to
wr�te or to read.



"W�ll you have a game?" asked Levaque of Maheu.
But he refused: �t was too hot, he was already dy�ng of th�rst.
"Rasseneur," called Ét�enne, "br�ng a glass, w�ll you?"
And turn�ng towards Maheu:
"I'll stand �t, you know."
They now all treated each other fam�l�arly. Rasseneur d�d not hurry
h�mself, he had to be called three t�mes; and Madame Rasseneur at
last brought some lukewarm beer. The young man had lowered h�s
vo�ce to compla�n about the house: they were worthy people,
certa�nly, people w�th good �deas, but the beer was worthless and the
soup abom�nable! He would have changed h�s lodg�ngs ten t�mes
over, only the thought of the walk from Montsou held h�m back. One
day or another he would go and l�ve w�th some fam�ly at the
settlement.
"Sure enough!" sa�d Maheu �n h�s slow vo�ce, "sure enough, you
would be better �n a fam�ly."
But shouts now broke out. Levaque had overthrown all the sk�ttles at
one stroke. Mouque and Bonnemort, w�th the�r faces towards the
ground, �n the m�dst of the tumult preserved a s�lence of profound
approbat�on. And the joy at th�s stroke found vent �n jokes, espec�ally
when the players perce�ved Mouquette's rad�ant face beh�nd the
hedge. She had been prowl�ng about there for an hour, and at last
ventured to come near on hear�ng the laughter.
"What! are you alone?" shouted Levaque. "Where are your
sweethearts?"
"My sweethearts! I've stabled them," she repl�ed, w�th a f�ne
�mpudent ga�ety. "I'm look�ng for one."
They all offered themselves, throw�ng coarse chaff at her. She
refused w�th a gesture and laughed louder, play�ng the f�ne lady.
Bes�des, her father was watch�ng the game w�thout even tak�ng h�s
eyes from the fallen sk�ttles.



"Ah!" Levaque went on, throw�ng a look towards Ét�enne: "one can
tell where you're cast�ng sheep's eyes, my g�rl! You'll have to take
h�m by force."
Then Ét�enne br�ghtened up. It was �n fact around h�m that the putter
was revolv�ng. And he refused, amused �ndeed, but w�thout hav�ng
the least des�re for her. She rema�ned planted beh�nd the hedge for
some m�nutes longer, look�ng at h�m w�th large f�xed eyes; then she
slowly went away, and her face suddenly became ser�ous as �f she
were overcome by the powerful sun.
In a low vo�ce Ét�enne was aga�n g�v�ng long explanat�ons to Maheu
regard�ng the necess�ty for the Montsou m�ners to establ�sh a
Prov�dent Fund. "S�nce the Company professes to leave us free," he
repeated, "what �s there to fear? We only have the�r pens�ons and
they d�str�bute them accord�ng to the�r own �dea, s�nce they don't
hold back any of our pay. Well, �t w�ll be prudent to form, outs�de the�r
good pleasure, an assoc�at�on of mutual help on wh�ch we can count
at least �n cases of �mmed�ate need."
And he gave deta�ls, and d�scussed the organ�zat�on, prom�s�ng to
undertake the labour of �t.
"I am w�ll�ng enough," sa�d Maheu, at last conv�nced. "But there are
the others; get them to make up the�r m�nds."
Levaque had won, and they left the sk�ttles to empty the�r glasses.
But Maheu refused to dr�nk a second glass; he would see later on,
the day was not yet done. He was th�nk�ng about P�erron. Where
could he be? No doubt at the Lenfant Estam�net. And, hav�ng
persuaded Ét�enne and Levaque, the three set out for Montsou, at
the same moment that a new band took possess�on of the sk�ttles at
the Avantage.
On the road they had to pause at the Cas�m�r Bar, and then at the
Estam�net du Progrés. Comrades called them through the open
doors, and there was no way of refus�ng. Each t�me �t was a glass,
two �f they were pol�te enough to return the �nv�tat�on. They rema�ned
there ten m�nutes, exchang�ng a few words, and then began aga�n, a
l�ttle farther on, know�ng the beer, w�th wh�ch they could f�ll



themselves w�thout any other d�scomfort than hav�ng to p�ss �t out
aga�n �n the same measure, as clear as rock water. At the Estam�net
Lenfant they came r�ght upon P�erron, who was f�n�sh�ng h�s second
glass, and who, �n order not to refuse to touch glasses, swallowed a
th�rd. They naturally drank the�rs also. Now there were four of them,
and they set out to see �f Zachar�e was not at the Estam�net T�son. It
was empty, and they called for a glass, �n order to wa�t for h�m a
moment. Then they thought of the Estam�net Sa�nt-Élo� and
accepted there a round from Capta�n R�chomme. Then they rambled
from bar to bar, w�thout any pretext, s�mply say�ng that they were
hav�ng a stroll.
"We must go to the Volcan!" suddenly sa�d Levaque, who was
gett�ng exc�ted.
The others began to laugh, and hes�tated. Then they accompan�ed
the�r comrade �n the m�dst of the grow�ng crowd. In the long narrow
room of the Volcan, on a platform ra�sed at the end, f�ve s�ngers, the
scum of the L�lle prost�tutes, were walk�ng about, low-necked and
w�th monstrous gestures, and the customers gave ten sous when
they des�red to have one beh�nd the stage. There was espec�ally a
number of putters and landers, even trammers of fourteen, all the
youth of the p�t, dr�nk�ng more g�n than beer. A few old m�ners also
ventured there, and the worst husbands of the settlements, those
whose households were fall�ng �nto ru�n.
As soon as the band was seated round a l�ttle table, Ét�enne took
possess�on of Levaque to expla�n to h�m h�s �dea of the Prov�dent
Fund. L�ke all new converts who have found a m�ss�on, he had
become an obst�nate propagand�st.
"Every member," he repeated, "could eas�ly pay �n twenty sous a
month. As these twenty sous accumulated they would form a n�ce
l�ttle sum �n four or f�ve years, and when one has money one �s
ready, eh, for anyth�ng that turns up? Eh, what do you say to �t?"
"I've noth�ng to say aga�nst �t," repl�ed Levaque, w�th an abstracted
a�r. "We w�ll talk about �t."



He was exc�ted by an enormous blonde, and determ�ned to rema�n
beh�nd when Maheu and P�erron, after dr�nk�ng the�r glasses, set out
w�thout wa�t�ng for a second song.
Outs�de, Ét�enne who had gone w�th them found Mouquette, who
seemed to be follow�ng them. She was always there, look�ng at h�m
w�th her large f�xed eyes, laugh�ng her good-natured laugh, as �f to
say: "Are you w�ll�ng?" The young man joked and shrugged h�s
shoulders. Then, w�th a gesture of anger, she was lost �n the crowd.
"Where, then, �s Chaval?" asked P�erron.
"True!" sa�d Maheu. "He must surely be at P�quette's. Let us go to
P�quette's."
But as they all three arr�ved at the Estam�net P�quette, sounds of a
quarrel arrested them at the door; Zachar�e w�th h�s f�st was
threaten�ng a th�ck-set phlegmat�c Walloon na�l-maker, wh�le Chaval,
w�th h�s hands �n h�s pockets, was look�ng on.
"Hullo! there's Chaval," sa�d Maheu qu�etly; "he �s w�th Cather�ne."
For f�ve long hours the putter and her lover had been walk�ng about
the fa�r. All along the Montsou road, that w�de road w�th low
bedaubed houses w�nd�ng downh�ll, a crowd of people wandered up
and down �n the sun, l�ke a tra�l of ants, lost �n the flat, bare pla�n.
The eternal black mud had dr�ed, a black dust was r�s�ng and float�ng
about l�ke a storm-cloud.
On both s�des the publ�c-houses were crowded; there were rows of
tables to the street, where stood a double rank of hucksters at stalls
�n the open a�r, sell�ng neck-handkerch�efs and look�ng-glasses for
the g�rls, kn�ves and caps for the lads; to say noth�ng of sweetmeats,
sugar-plums, and b�scu�ts. In front of the church archery was go�ng
on. Oppos�te the Yards they were play�ng at bowls. At the corner of
the Jo�selle road, bes�de the Adm�n�strat�on bu�ld�ngs, �n a spot
enclosed by fences, crowds were watch�ng a cock-f�ght, two large
red cocks, armed w�th steel spurs, the�r breasts torn and bleed�ng.
Farther on, at Ma�grat's, aprons and trousers were be�ng won at
b�ll�ards. And there were long s�lences; the crowd drank and stuffed
�tself w�thout a sound; a mute �nd�gest�on of beer and fr�ed potatoes



was expand�ng �n the great heat, st�ll further �ncreased by the fry�ng-
pans bubbl�ng �n the open a�r.
Chaval bought a look�ng-glass for n�neteen sous and a handkerch�ef
for three francs, to g�ve to Cather�ne. At every turn they met Mouque
and Bonnemort, who had come to the fa�r and, �n med�tat�ve mood,
were plodd�ng heav�ly through �t s�de by s�de. Another meet�ng made
them angry; they caught s�ght of Jeanl�n �nc�t�ng Bébert and Lyd�e to
steal bottles of g�n from an extempor�zed bar �nstalled at the edge of
an open p�ece of ground. Cather�ne succeeded �n box�ng her
brother's ears; the l�ttle g�rl had already run away w�th a bottle. These
�mps of Satan would certa�nly end �n a pr�son. Then, as they arr�ved
before another bar, the Tête-Coupée, �t occurred to Chaval to take
h�s sweetheart �n to a compet�t�on of chaff�nches wh�ch had been
announced on the door for the past week. F�fteen na�l-makers from
the March�ennes na�l works had responded to the appeal, each w�th
a dozen cages; and the gloomy l�ttle cages �n wh�ch the bl�nded
f�nches sat mot�onless were already hung upon a pal�ng �n the �nn
yard. It was a quest�on as to wh�ch, �n the course of an hour, should
repeat the phrase of �ts song the greatest number of t�mes. Each
na�l-maker w�th a slate stood near h�s cages to mark, watch�ng h�s
ne�ghbours and watched by them. And the chaff�nches had begun,
the ch�chouïeux w�th the deeper note, the bat�secou�cs w�th the�r
shr�ller note, all at f�rst t�m�d, and only r�sk�ng a rare phrase, then,
exc�ted by each other's songs, �ncreas�ng the pace; then at last
carr�ed away by such a rage of r�valry that they would even fall dead.
The na�l-makers v�olently wh�pped them on w�th the�r vo�ces,
shout�ng out to them �n Walloon to s�ng more, st�ll more, yet a l�ttle
more, wh�le the spectators, about a hundred people, stood by �n
mute fasc�nat�on �n the m�dst of th�s �nfernal mus�c of a hundred and
e�ghty chaff�nches all repeat�ng the same cadence out of t�me. It was
a bat�secou�c wh�ch ga�ned the f�rst pr�ze, a metal coffee-pot.
Cather�ne and Chaval were there when Zachar�e and Ph�loméne
entered. They shook hands, and all stayed together. But suddenly
Zachar�e became angry, for he d�scovered that a na�l-maker, who
had come �n w�th h�s mates out of cur�os�ty, was p�nch�ng h�s s�ster's
th�gh. She blushed and tr�ed to make h�m be s�lent, trembl�ng at the



�dea that all these na�l-makers would throw themselves on Chaval
and k�ll h�m �f he objected to her be�ng p�nched. She had felt the
p�nch, but sa�d noth�ng out of prudence. Her lover, however, merely
made a gr�mace, and as they all four now went out the affa�r seemed
to be f�n�shed. But hardly had they entered P�quette's to dr�nk a
glass, when the na�l-maker reappeared, mak�ng fun of them and
com�ng close up to them w�th an a�r of provocat�on. Zachar�e,
�nsulted �n h�s good fam�ly feel�ngs, threw h�mself on the �nsolent
�ntruder.
"That's my s�ster, you sw�ne! Just wa�t a b�t, and I'm damned �f I don't
make you respect her."
The two men were separated, wh�le Chaval, who was qu�te calm,
only repeated:
"Let be! �t's my concern. I tell you I don't care a damn for h�m."
Maheu now arr�ved w�th h�s party, and qu�eted Cather�ne and
Ph�loméne who were �n tears. The na�l-maker had d�sappeared, and
there was laughter �n the crowd. To br�ng the ep�sode to an end,
Chaval, who was at home at the Estam�net P�quette, called for
dr�nks. Ét�enne had touched glasses w�th Cather�ne, and all drank
together—the father, the daughter and her lover, the son and h�s
m�stress—say�ng pol�tely: "To your good health!" P�erron afterwards
pers�sted �n pay�ng for more dr�nks. And they were all �n good
humour, when Zachar�e grew w�ld aga�n at the s�ght of h�s comrade
Mouquet, and called h�m, as he sa�d, to go and f�n�sh h�s affa�r w�th
the na�l-maker.
"I shall have to go and do for h�m! Here, Chaval, keep Ph�loméne
w�th Cather�ne. I'm com�ng back."
Maheu offered dr�nks �n h�s turn. After all, �f the lad w�shed to avenge
h�s s�ster �t was not a bad example. But as soon as she had seen
Mouquet, Ph�loméne felt at rest, and nodded her head. Sure enough
the two chaps would be off to the Volcan!
On the even�ngs of feast-days the fa�r was term�nated �n the ball-
room of the Bon-Joyeux. It was a w�dow, Madame Dés�r, who kept
th�s ball-room, a fat matron of f�fty, as round as a tub, but so fresh



that she st�ll had s�x lovers, one for every day of the week, she sa�d,
and the s�x together for Sunday. She called all the m�ners her
ch�ldren; and grew tender at the thought of the flood of beer wh�ch
she had poured out for them dur�ng the last th�rty years; and she
boasted also that a putter never became pregnant w�thout hav�ng
f�rst stretched her legs at her establ�shment. There were two rooms
�n the Bon-Joyeux: the bar wh�ch conta�ned the counter and tables;
then, commun�cat�ng w�th �t on the same floor by a large arch, was
the ball-room, a large hall only planked �n the m�ddle, be�ng paved
w�th br�cks round the s�des. It was decorated w�th two garlands of
paper flowers wh�ch crossed one another, and were un�ted �n the
m�ddle by a crown of the same flowers; wh�le along the walls were
rows of g�lt sh�elds bear�ng the names of sa�nts—St. Élo�, patron of
the �ron-workers; St. Cr�sp�n, patron of the shoemakers; St. Barbara,
patron of the m�ners; the whole calendar of corporat�ons. The ce�l�ng
was so low that the three mus�c�ans on the�r platform, wh�ch was
about the s�ze of a pulp�t, knocked the�r heads aga�nst �t. When �t
became dark four petroleum lamps were fastened to the four corners
of the room.
On th�s Sunday there was danc�ng from f�ve o'clock w�th the full
dayl�ght through the w�ndows, but �t was not unt�l towards seven that
the rooms began to f�ll. Outs�de, a gale was r�s�ng, blow�ng great
black showers of dust wh�ch bl�nded people and sleeted �nto the
fry�ng-pans. Maheu, Ét�enne, and P�erron, hav�ng come �n to s�t
down, had found Chaval at the Bon-Joyeux danc�ng w�th Cather�ne,
wh�le Ph�loméne by herself was look�ng on. Ne�ther Levaque nor
Zachar�e had reappeared. As there were no benches around the
ball-room, Cather�ne came after each dance to rest at her father's
table. They called Ph�loméne, but she preferred to stand up. The
tw�l�ght was com�ng on; the three mus�c�ans played fur�ously; one
could only see �n the hall the movement of h�ps and breasts �n the
m�dst of a confus�on of arms. The appearance of the four lamps was
greeted no�s�ly, and suddenly everyth�ng was l�t up—the red faces,
the d�shevelled ha�r st�ck�ng to the sk�n, the fly�ng sk�rts spread�ng
abroad the strong odour of persp�r�ng couples. Maheu po�nted out
Mouquette to Ét�enne: she was as round and greasy as a bladder of



lard, revolv�ng v�olently �n the arms of a tall, lean lander. She had
been obl�ged to console herself and take a man.
At last, at e�ght o'clock, Maheude appeared w�th Estelle at her
breast, followed by Alz�re, Henr�, and Lénore. She had come there
stra�ght to her husband w�thout fear of m�ss�ng h�m. They could sup
later on; as yet nobody was hungry, w�th the�r stomachs soaked �n
coffee and th�ckened w�th beer. Other women came �n, and they
wh�spered together when they saw, beh�nd Maheude, the Levaque
woman enter w�th Bouteloup, who led �n by the hand Ach�lle and
Dés�rée, Ph�loméne's l�ttle ones. The two ne�ghbours seemed to be
gett�ng on well together, one turn�ng round to chat w�th the other. On
the way there had been a great explanat�on, and Maheude had
res�gned herself to Zachar�e's marr�age, �n despa�r at the loss of her
eldest son's wages, but overcome by the thought that she could not
hold �t back any longer w�thout �njust�ce. She was try�ng, therefore, to
put a good face on �t, though w�th an anx�ous heart, as a
housekeeper who was ask�ng herself how she could make both ends
meet now that the best part of her purse was go�ng.
"Place yourself there, ne�ghbour," she sa�d, po�nt�ng to a table near
that where Maheu was dr�nk�ng w�th Ét�enne and P�erron.
"Is not my husband w�th you?" asked the Levaque woman.
The others told her that he would soon come. They were all seated
together �n a heap, Bouteloup and the youngsters so t�ghtly
squeezed among the dr�nkers that the two tables only formed one.
There was a call for dr�nks. See�ng her mother and her ch�ldren
Ph�loméne had dec�ded to come near. She accepted a cha�r, and
seemed pleased to hear that she was at last to be marr�ed; then, as
they were look�ng for Zachar�e, she repl�ed �n her soft vo�ce:
"I am wa�t�ng for h�m; he �s over there."
Maheu had exchanged a look w�th h�s w�fe. She had then
consented? He became ser�ous and smoked �n s�lence. He also felt
anx�ety for the morrow �n face of the �ngrat�tude of these ch�ldren,
who got marr�ed one by one leav�ng the�r parents �n wretchedness.



The danc�ng st�ll went on, and the end of a quadr�lle drowned the
ball-room �n red dust; the walls cracked, a cornet produced shr�ll
wh�stl�ng sounds l�ke a locomot�ve �n d�stress; and when the dancers
stopped they were smok�ng l�ke horses.
"Do you remember?" sa�d the Levaque woman, bend�ng towards
Maheude's ear; "you talked of strangl�ng Cather�ne �f she d�d
anyth�ng fool�sh!"
Chaval brought Cather�ne back to the fam�ly table, and both of them
stand�ng beh�nd the father f�n�shed the�r glasses.
"Bah!" murmured Maheude, w�th an a�r of res�gnat�on, "one says
th�ngs l�ke that—. But what qu�ets me �s that she w�ll not have a ch�ld;
I feel sure of that. You see �f she �s conf�ned, and obl�ged to marry,
what shall we do for a l�v�ng then?"
Now the cornet was wh�stl�ng a polka, and as the deafen�ng no�se
began aga�n, Maheu, �n a low vo�ce, commun�cated an �dea to h�s
w�fe. Why should they not take a lodger? Ét�enne, for example, who
was look�ng out for quarters? They would have room s�nce Zachar�e
was go�ng to leave them, and the money that they would lose �n that
d�rect�on would be �n part rega�ned �n the other. Maheude's face
br�ghtened; certa�nly �t was a good �dea, �t must be arranged. She
seemed to be saved from starvat�on once more, and her good
humour returned so qu�ckly that she ordered a new round of dr�nks.
Ét�enne, meanwh�le, was seek�ng to �ndoctr�nate P�erron, to whom
he was expla�n�ng h�s plan of a Prov�dent Fund. He had made h�m
prom�se to subscr�be, when he was �mprudent enough to reveal h�s
real a�m.
"And �f we go out on str�ke you can see how useful that fund w�ll be.
We can snap our f�ngers at the Company, we shall have there a fund
to f�ght aga�nst them. Eh? don't you th�nk so?"
P�erron lowered h�s eyes and grew pale; he stammered:
"I'll th�nk over �t. Good conduct, that's the best Prov�dent Fund."
Then Maheu took possess�on of Ét�enne, and squarely, l�ke a good
man, proposed to take h�m as a lodger. The young man accepted at



once, anx�ous to l�ve �n the settlement w�th the �dea of be�ng nearer
to h�s mates. The matter was settled �n three words, Maheude
declar�ng that they would wa�t for the marr�age of the ch�ldren.
Just then, Zachar�e at last came back, w�th Mouquet and Levaque.
The three brought �n the odours of the Volcan, a breath of g�n, a
musky ac�d�ty of �ll-kept g�rls. They were very t�psy and seemed well
pleased w�th themselves, d�gg�ng the�r elbows �nto each other and
gr�nn�ng. When he knew that he was at last to be marr�ed Zachar�e
began to laugh so loudly that he choked. Ph�loméne peacefully
declared that she would rather see h�m laugh than cry. As there were
no more cha�rs, Bouteloup had moved so as to g�ve up half of h�s to
Levaque. And the latter, suddenly much affected by real�z�ng that the
whole fam�ly party was there, once more had beer served out.
"By the Lord! we don't amuse ourselves so often!" he roared.
They rema�ned there t�ll ten o'clock. Women cont�nued to arr�ve,
e�ther to jo�n or to take away the�r men; bands of ch�ldren followed �n
rows, and the mothers no longer troubled themselves, pull�ng out
the�r long pale breasts, l�ke sacks of oats, and smear�ng the�r chubby
bab�es w�th m�lk; wh�le the l�ttle ones who were already able to walk,
gorged w�th beer and on all fours beneath the table, rel�eved
themselves w�thout shame. It was a r�s�ng sea of beer, from Madame
Dés�r's d�sembowelled barrels, the beer enlarged every belly, flow�ng
from noses, eyes, and everywhere. So puffed out was the crowd that
every one had a shoulder or knee pok�ng �nto h�s ne�ghbour; all were
cheerful and merry �n thus feel�ng each other's elbows. A cont�nuous
laugh kept the�r mouths open from ear to ear. The heat was l�ke an
oven; they were roast�ng and felt themselves at ease w�th gl�sten�ng
sk�n, g�lded �n a th�ck smoke from the p�pes; the only d�scomfort was
when one had to move away; from t�me to t�me a g�rl rose, went to
the other end, near the pump, l�fted her clothes, and then came
back. Beneath the garlands of pa�nted paper the dancers could no
longer see each other, they persp�red so much; th�s encouraged the
trammers to tumble the putters over, catch�ng them at random by the
h�ps. But where a g�rl tumbled w�th a man over her, the cornet
covered the�r fall w�th �ts fur�ous mus�c; the sw�rl of feet wrapped
them round as �f the ball had collapsed upon them.



Someone who was pass�ng warned P�erron that h�s daughter Lyd�e
was sleep�ng at the door, across the pavement. She had drunk her
share of the stolen bottle and was t�psy. He had to carry her away �n
h�s arms wh�le Jeanl�n and Bébert, who were more sober, followed
h�m beh�nd, th�nk�ng �t a great joke. Th�s was the s�gnal for departure,
and several fam�l�es came out of the Bon-Joyeux, the Maheus and
the Levaques dec�d�ng to return to the settlement. At the same
moment Father Bonnemort and old Mouque also left Montsou,
walk�ng �n the same somnambul�st�c manner, preserv�ng the
obst�nate s�lence of the�r recollect�ons. And they all went back
together, pass�ng for the last t�me through the fa�r, where the fry�ng-
pans were coagulat�ng, and by the estam�nets, from wh�ch the last
glasses were flow�ng �n a stream towards the m�ddle of the road. The
storm was st�ll threaten�ng, and sounds of laughter arose as they left
the l�ghted houses to lose themselves �n the dark country around.
Pant�ng breaths arose from the r�pe wheat; many ch�ldren must have
been made on that n�ght. They arr�ved �n confus�on at the settlement.
Ne�ther the Levaques nor the Maheus supped w�th appet�te, and the
latter kept on dropp�ng off to sleep wh�le f�n�sh�ng the�r morn�ng's
bo�led beef.
Ét�enne had led away Chaval for one more dr�nk at Rasseneur's.
"I am w�th you!" sa�d Chaval, when h�s mate had expla�ned the
matter of the Prov�dent Fund. "Put �t there! you're a f�ne fellow!"
The beg�nn�ng of drunkenness was flam�ng �n Ét�enne's eyes. He
excla�med:
"Yes, let's jo�n hands. As for me, you know I would g�ve up
everyth�ng for the sake of just�ce, both dr�nk and g�rls. There's only
one th�ng that warms my heart, and that �s the thought that we are
go�ng to sweep away these bourgeo�s."

CHAPTER III



Towards the m�ddle of August, Ét�enne settled w�th the Maheus,
Zachar�e hav�ng marr�ed and obta�ned from the Company a vacant
house �n the settlement for Ph�loméne and the two ch�ldren. Dur�ng
the f�rst days, the young man exper�enced some constra�nt �n the
presence of Cather�ne. There was a constant �nt�macy, as he
everywhere replaced the elder brother, shar�ng Jeanl�n's bed over
aga�nst the b�g s�ster's. Go�ng to bed and gett�ng up he had to dress
and undress near her, and see her take off and put on her garments.
When the last sk�rt fell from her, she appeared of pall�d wh�teness,
that transparent snow of anaem�c blondes; and he exper�enced a
constant emot�on �n f�nd�ng her, w�th hands and face already spo�lt,
as wh�te as �f d�pped �n m�lk from her heels to her neck, where the
l�ne of tan stood out sharply l�ke a necklace of amber. He pretended
to turn away; but l�ttle by l�ttle he knew her: the feet at f�rst wh�ch h�s
lowered eyes met; then a gl�mpse of a knee when she sl�d beneath
the coverlet; then her bosom w�th l�ttle r�g�d breasts as she leant over
the bowl �n the morn�ng. She would hasten w�thout look�ng at h�m,
and �n ten seconds was undressed and stretched bes�de Alz�re, w�th
so supple and snake-l�ke a movement that he had scarcely taken off
h�s shoes when she d�sappeared, turn�ng her back and only show�ng
her heavy knot of ha�r.
She never had any reason to be angry w�th h�m. If a sort of
obsess�on made h�m watch her �n sp�te of h�mself at the moment
when she lay down, he avo�ded all pract�cal jokes or dangerous
past�mes. The parents were there, and bes�des he st�ll had for her a
feel�ng, half of fr�endsh�p and half of sp�te, wh�ch prevented h�m from
treat�ng her as a g�rl to be des�red, �n the m�dst of the abandonment
of the�r now common l�fe �n dress�ng, at meals, dur�ng work, where
noth�ng of them rema�ned secret, not even the�r most �nt�mate needs.
All the modesty of the fam�ly had taken refuge �n the da�ly bath, for
wh�ch the young g�rl now went upsta�rs alone, wh�le the men bathed
below one after the other.
At the end of the f�rst month, Ét�enne and Cather�ne seemed no
longer to see each other when �n the even�ng, before ext�ngu�sh�ng
the candle, they moved about the room, undressed. She had ceased
to hasten, and resumed her old custom of do�ng up her ha�r at the



edge of her bed, wh�le her arms, ra�sed �n the a�r, l�fted her chem�se
to her th�ghs, and he, w�thout h�s trousers, somet�mes helped her,
look�ng for the ha�rp�ns that she had lost. Custom k�lled the shame of
be�ng naked; they found �t natural to be l�ke th�s, for they were do�ng
no harm, and �t was not the�r fault �f there was only one room for so
many people. Somet�mes, however, a trouble came over them
suddenly, at moments when they had no gu�lty thought. After some
n�ghts when he had not seen her pale body, he suddenly saw her
wh�te all over, w�th a wh�teness wh�ch shook h�m w�th a sh�ver, wh�ch
obl�ged h�m to turn away for fear of y�eld�ng to the des�re to take her.
On other even�ngs, w�thout any apparent reason, she would be
overcome by a pan�c of modesty and hasten to sl�p between the
sheets as �f she felt the hands of th�s lad se�z�ng her. Then, when the
candle was out, they both knew that they were not sleep�ng but were
th�nk�ng of each other �n sp�te of the�r wear�ness. Th�s made them
restless and sulky all the follow�ng day; they l�ked best the tranqu�l
even�ngs when they could behave together l�ke comrades.
Ét�enne only compla�ned of Jeanl�n, who slept curled up. Alz�re slept
l�ghtly, and Lénore and Henr� were found �n the morn�ng, �n each
other's arms, exactly as they had gone to sleep. In the dark house
there was no other sound than the snor�ng of Maheu and Maheude,
roll�ng out at regular �ntervals l�ke a forge bellows. On the whole,
Ét�enne was better off than at Rasseneur's; the bed was tolerable
and the sheets were changed every month. He had better soup, too,
and only suffered from the rar�ty of meat. But they were all �n the
same cond�t�on, and for forty-f�ve francs he could not demand rabb�t
to every meal. These forty-f�ve francs helped the fam�ly and enabled
them to make both ends meet, though always leav�ng some small
debts and arrears; so the Maheus were grateful to the�r lodger; h�s
l�nen was washed and mended, h�s buttons sewn on, and h�s affa�rs
kept �n order; �n fact he felt all around h�m a woman's neatness and
care.
It was at th�s t�me that Ét�enne began to understand the �deas that
were buzz�ng �n h�s bra�n. Up t�ll then he had only felt an �nst�nct�ve
revolt �n the m�dst of the �nart�culate fermentat�on among h�s mates.
All sorts of confused quest�ons came before h�m: Why are some



m�serable? why are others r�ch? why are the former beneath the heel
of the latter w�thout hope of ever tak�ng the�r place? And h�s f�rst
stage was to understand h�s �gnorance. A secret shame, a h�dden
annoyance, gnawed h�m from that t�me; he knew noth�ng, he dared
not talk about these th�ngs wh�ch were work�ng �n h�m l�ke a pass�on
—the equal�ty of all men, and the equ�ty wh�ch demanded a fa�r
d�v�s�on of the earth's wealth. He thus took to the methodless study
of those who �n �gnorance feel the fasc�nat�on of knowledge. He now
kept up a regular correspondence w�th Pluchart, who was better
educated than h�mself and more advanced �n the Soc�al�st
movement. He had books sent to h�m, and h�s �ll-d�gested read�ng
st�ll further exc�ted h�s bra�n, espec�ally a med�cal book ent�tled
Hyg�éne du M�neur, �n wh�ch a Belg�an doctor had summed up the
ev�ls of wh�ch the people �n coal m�nes were dy�ng; w�thout count�ng
treat�ses on pol�t�cal economy, �ncomprehens�ble �n the�r techn�cal
dryness, Anarch�st pamphlets wh�ch upset h�s �deas, and old
numbers of newspapers wh�ch he preserved as �rrefutable
arguments for poss�ble d�scuss�ons. Souvar�ne also lent h�m books,
and the work on Co-operat�ve Soc�et�es had made h�m dream for a
month of a un�versal exchange assoc�at�on abol�sh�ng money and
bas�ng the whole soc�al l�fe on work. The shame of h�s �gnorance left
h�m, and a certa�n pr�de came to h�m now that he felt h�mself
th�nk�ng.
Dur�ng these f�rst months Ét�enne reta�ned the ecstasy of a nov�ce;
h�s heart was burst�ng w�th generous �nd�gnat�on aga�nst the
oppressors, and look�ng forward to the approach�ng tr�umph of the
oppressed. He had not yet manufactured a system, h�s read�ng had
been too vague. Rasseneur's pract�cal demands were m�xed up �n
h�s m�nd w�th Souvar�ne's v�olent and destruct�ve methods, and when
he came out of the Avantage, where he was to be found nearly every
day ra�l�ng w�th them aga�nst the Company, he walked as �f �n a
dream, ass�st�ng at a rad�cal regenerat�on of nat�ons to be effected
w�thout one broken w�ndow or a s�ngle drop of blood. The methods
of execut�on rema�ned obscure; he preferred to th�nk that th�ngs
would go very well, for he lost h�s head as soon as he tr�ed to
formulate a programme of reconstruct�on. He even showed h�mself
full of �llog�cal moderat�on; he often sa�d that we must ban�sh pol�t�cs



from the soc�al quest�on, a phrase wh�ch he had read and wh�ch
seemed a useful one to repeat among the phlegmat�c coll�ers w�th
whom he l�ved.
Every even�ng now, at the Maheus', they delayed half an hour before
go�ng up to bed. Ét�enne always �ntroduced the same subject. As h�s
nature became more ref�ned he found h�mself wounded by the
prom�scu�ty of the settlement. Were they beasts to be thus penned
together �n the m�dst of the f�elds, so t�ghtly packed that one could
not change one's sh�rt w�thout exh�b�t�ng one's backs�de to the
ne�ghbours? And how bad �t was for health; and boys and g�rls were
forced to grow corrupt together.
"Lord!" repl�ed Maheu, "�f there were more money there would be
more comfort. All the same �t's true enough that �t's good for no one
to l�ve p�led up l�ke that. It always ends w�th mak�ng the men drunk
and the g�rls b�g-bell�ed."
And the fam�ly began to talk, each hav�ng h�s say, wh�le the
petroleum lamp v�t�ated the a�r of the room, already st�nk�ng of fr�ed
on�on. No, l�fe was certa�nly not a joke. One had to work l�ke a brute
at labour wh�ch was once a pun�shment for conv�cts; one left one's
sk�n there oftener than was one's turn, all that w�thout even gett�ng
meat on the table �n the even�ng. No doubt one had one's feed; one
ate, �ndeed, but so l�ttle, just enough to suffer w�thout dy�ng,
overcome w�th debts and pursued as �f one had stolen the bread.
When Sunday came one slept from wear�ness. The only pleasures
were to get drunk and to get a ch�ld w�th one's w�fe; then the beer
swelled the belly, and the ch�ld, later on, left you to go to the dogs.
No, �t was certa�nly not a joke.
Then Maheude jo�ned �n.
"The bother �s, you see, when you have to say to yourself that �t
won't change. When you're young you th�nk that happ�ness w�ll come
some t�me, you hope for th�ngs; and then the wretchedness beg�ns
always over aga�n, and you get shut up �n �t. Now, I don't w�sh harm
to any one, but there are t�mes when th�s �njust�ce makes me mad."



There was s�lence; they were all breath�ng w�th the vague d�scomfort
of th�s closed-�n hor�zon. Father Bonnemort only, �f he was there,
opened h�s eyes w�th surpr�se, for �n h�s t�me people used not to
worry about th�ngs; they were born �n the coal and they hammered at
the seam, w�thout ask�ng for more; wh�le now there was an a�r
st�rr�ng wh�ch made the coll�ers amb�t�ous.
"It don't do to sp�t at anyth�ng," he murmured. "A good glass �s a
good glass. As to the masters, they're often rascals; but there always
w�ll be masters, won't there? What's the use of rack�ng your bra�ns
over those th�ngs?"
Ét�enne at once became an�mated. What! The worker was to be
forb�dden to th�nk! Why! that was just �t; th�ngs would change now
because the worker had begun to th�nk. In the old man's t�me the
m�ner l�ved �n the m�ne l�ke a brute, l�ke a mach�ne for extract�ng
coal, always under the earth, w�th ears and eyes stopped to outward
events. So the r�ch, who governed, found �t easy to sell h�m and buy
h�m, and to devour h�s flesh; he d�d not even know what was go�ng
on. But now the m�ner was wak�ng up down there, germ�nat�ng �n the
earth just as a gra�n germ�nates; and some f�ne day he would spr�ng
up �n the m�dst of the f�elds: yes, men would spr�ng up, an army of
men who would re-establ�sh just�ce. Is �t not true that all c�t�zens are
equal s�nce the Revolut�on, because they vote together? Why should
the worker rema�n the slave of the master who pays h�m? The b�g
compan�es w�th the�r mach�nes were crush�ng everyth�ng, and one
no longer had aga�nst them the anc�ent guarantees when people of
the same trade, un�ted �n a body, were able to defend themselves. It
was for that, by God, and for no other reason, that all would burst up
one day, thanks to educat�on. One had only to look �nto the
settlement �tself: the grandfathers could not s�gn the�r names, the
fathers could do so, and as for the sons, they read and wrote l�ke
schoolmasters. Ah! �t was spr�ng�ng up, �t was spr�ng�ng up, l�ttle by
l�ttle, a rough harvest of men who would r�pen �n the sun! From the
moment when they were no longer each of them stuck to h�s place
for h�s whole ex�stence, and when they had the amb�t�on to take a
ne�ghbour's place, why should they not h�t out w�th the�r f�sts and try
for the mastery?



Maheu was shaken but rema�ned full of doubts.
"As soon as you move they g�ve you back your cert�f�cate," he sa�d.
"The old man �s r�ght; �t w�ll always be the m�ner who gets all the
trouble, w�thout a chance of a leg of mutton now and then as a
reward."
Maheude, who had been s�lent for a wh�le, awoke as from a dream.
"But �f what the pr�ests tell �s true, �f the poor people �n th�s world
become the r�ch ones �n the next!"
A burst of laughter �nterrupted her; even the ch�ldren shrugged the�r
shoulders, be�ng �ncredulous �n the open a�r, keep�ng a secret fear of
ghosts �n the p�t, but glad of the empty sky.
"Ah! bosh! the pr�ests!" excla�med Maheu. "If they bel�eved that,
they'd eat less and work more, so as to reserve a better place for
themselves up there. No, when one's dead, one's dead."
Maheude s�ghed deeply.
"Oh, Lord, Lord!"
Then her hands fell on to her knees w�th a gesture of �mmense
deject�on:
"Then �f that's true, we are done for, we are."
They all looked at one another. Father Bonnemort spat �nto h�s
handkerch�ef, wh�le Maheu sat w�th h�s ext�ngu�shed p�pe, wh�ch he
had forgotten, �n h�s mouth. Alz�re l�stened between Lénore and
Henr�, who were sleep�ng on the edge of the table. But Cather�ne,
w�th her ch�n �n her hand, never took her large clear eyes off Ét�enne
wh�le he was protest�ng, declar�ng h�s fa�th, and open�ng out the
enchant�ng future of h�s soc�al dream. Around them the settlement
was asleep; one only heard the stray cr�es of a ch�ld or the
compla�nts of a belated drunkard. In the parlour the clock t�cked
slowly, and a damp freshness arose from the sanded floor �n sp�te of
the stuffy a�r.
"F�ne �deas!" sa�d the young man; "why do you need a good God and
h�s parad�se to make you happy? Haven't you got �t �n your own



power to make yourselves happy on earth?"
W�th h�s enthus�ast�c vo�ce he spoke on and on. The closed hor�zon
was burst�ng out; a gap of l�ght was open�ng �n the sombre l�ves of
these poor people. The eternal wretchedness, beg�nn�ng over and
over aga�n, the brutal�z�ng labour, the fate of a beast who g�ves h�s
wool and has h�s throat cut, all the m�sfortune d�sappeared, as
though swept away by a great flood of sunl�ght; and beneath the
dazzl�ng gleam of fa�ryland just�ce descended from heaven. S�nce
the good God was dead, just�ce would assure the happ�ness of men,
and equal�ty and brotherhood would re�gn. A new soc�ety would
spr�ng up �n a day just as �n dreams, an �mmense town w�th the
splendour of a m�rage, �n wh�ch each c�t�zen l�ved by h�s work, and
took h�s share �n the common joys. The old rotten world had fallen to
dust; a young human�ty purged from �ts cr�mes formed but a s�ngle
nat�on of workers, hav�ng for the�r motto: "To each accord�ng to h�s
deserts, and to each desert accord�ng to �ts performance." And th�s
dream grew cont�nually larger and more beaut�ful and more
seduct�ve as �t mounted h�gher �n the �mposs�ble.
At f�rst Maheude refused to l�sten, possessed by a deep dread. No,
no, �t was too beaut�ful; �t would not do to embark upon these �deas,
for they made l�fe seem abom�nable afterwards, and one would have
destroyed everyth�ng �n the effort to be happy. When she saw
Maheu's eyes sh�ne, and that he was troubled and won over, she
became restless, and excla�med, �nterrupt�ng Ét�enne:
"Don't l�sten, my man! You can see he's only tell�ng us fa�ry-tales. Do
you th�nk the bourgeo�s would ever consent to work as we do?"
But l�ttle by l�ttle the charm worked on her also. Her �mag�nat�on was
aroused and she sm�led at last, enter�ng h�s marvellous world of
hope. It was so sweet to forget for a wh�le the sad real�ty! When one
l�ves l�ke the beasts w�th face bent towards the earth, one needs a
corner of falsehood where one can amuse oneself by regal�ng on the
th�ngs one w�ll never possess. And what made her enthus�ast�c and
brought her �nto agreement w�th the young man was the �dea of
just�ce.



"Now, there you're r�ght!" she excla�med. "When a th�ng's just I don't
m�nd be�ng cut to p�eces for �t. And �t's true enough! �t would be just
for us to have a turn."
Then Maheu ventured to become exc�ted.
"Blast �t all! I am not r�ch, but I would g�ve f�ve francs to keep al�ve to
see that. What a hustl�ng, eh? W�ll �t be soon? And how can we set
about �t?"
Ét�enne began talk�ng aga�n. The old soc�al system was crack�ng; �t
could not last more than a few months, he aff�rmed roundly. As to the
methods of execut�on, he spoke more vaguely, m�x�ng up h�s
read�ng, and fear�ng before �gnorant hearers to enter on explanat�ons
where he m�ght lose h�mself. All the systems had the�r share �n �t,
softened by the certa�nty of easy tr�umph, a un�versal k�ss wh�ch
would br�ng to an end all class m�sunderstand�ngs; w�thout tak�ng
count, however, of the th�ck-heads among the masters and
bourgeo�s whom �t would perhaps be necessary to br�ng to reason by
force. And the Maheus looked as �f they understood, approv�ng and
accept�ng m�raculous solut�ons w�th the bl�nd fa�th of new bel�evers,
l�ke those Chr�st�ans of the early days of the Church, who awa�ted
the com�ng of a perfect soc�ety on the dungh�ll of the anc�ent world.
L�ttle Alz�re p�cked up a few words, and �mag�ned happ�ness under
the form of a very warm house, where ch�ldren could play and eat as
long as they l�ked. Cather�ne, w�thout mov�ng, her ch�n always
rest�ng �n her hand, kept her eyes f�xed on Ét�enne, and when he
stopped a sl�ght shudder passed over her, and she was qu�te pale as
�f she felt the cold.
But Maheude looked at the clock.
"Past n�ne! Can �t be poss�ble? We shall never get up to-morrow."
And the Maheus left the table w�th hearts �ll at ease and �n despa�r. It
seemed to them that they had just been r�ch and that they had now
suddenly fallen back �nto the mud. Father Bonnemort, who was
sett�ng out for the p�t, growled that those sort of stor�es wouldn't
make the soup better; wh�le the others went upsta�rs �n s�ngle f�le,
not�c�ng the dampness of the walls and the pest�ferous stuff�ness of



the a�r. Upsta�rs, am�d the heavy slumber of the settlement when
Cather�ne had got �nto bed last and blown out the candle, Ét�enne
heard her toss�ng fever�shly before gett�ng to sleep.
Often at these conversat�ons the ne�ghbours came �n: Levaque, who
grew exc�ted at the �dea of a general shar�ng; P�erron, who prudently
went to bed as soon as they attacked the Company. At long �ntervals
Zachar�e came �n for a moment; but pol�t�cs bored h�m, he preferred
to go off and dr�nk a glass at the Avantage. As to Chaval, he would
go to extremes and wanted to draw blood. Nearly every even�ng he
passed an hour w�th the Maheus; �n th�s ass�du�ty there was a certa�n
unconfessed jealousy, the fear that he would be robbed of Cather�ne.
Th�s g�rl, of whom he was already grow�ng t�red, had become
prec�ous to h�m now that a man slept near her and could take her at
n�ght.
Ét�enne's �nfluence �ncreased; he gradually revolut�on�zed the
settlement. H�s propaganda was unseen, and all the more sure s�nce
he was grow�ng �n the est�mat�on of all. Maheude, notw�thstand�ng
the caut�on of a prudent housekeeper, treated h�m w�th
cons�derat�on, as a young man who pa�d regularly and ne�ther drank
nor gambled, w�th h�s nose always �n a book; she spread abroad h�s
reputat�on among the ne�ghbours as an educated lad, a reputat�on
wh�ch they abused by ask�ng h�m to wr�te the�r letters. He was a sort
of bus�ness man, charged w�th correspondence and consulted by
households �n affa�rs of d�ff�culty. S�nce September he had thus at
last been able to establ�sh h�s famous Prov�dent Fund, wh�ch was
st�ll very precar�ous, only �nclud�ng the �nhab�tants of the settlement;
but he hoped to be able to obta�n the adhes�on of the m�ners at all
the p�ts, espec�ally �f the Company, wh�ch had rema�ned pass�ve,
cont�nued not to �nterfere. He had been made secretary of the
assoc�at�on and he even rece�ved a small salary for the clerk�ng. Th�s
made h�m almost r�ch. If a marr�ed m�ner can w�th d�ff�culty make
both ends meet, a sober lad who has no burdens can even manage
to save.
From th�s t�me a slow transformat�on took place �n Ét�enne. Certa�n
�nst�ncts of ref�nement and comfort wh�ch had slept dur�ng h�s
poverty were now revealed. He began to buy cloth garments; he also



bought a pa�r of elegant boots; he became a b�g man. The whole
settlement grouped round h�m. The sat�sfact�on of h�s self-love was
del�c�ous; he became �ntox�cated w�th th�s f�rst enjoyment of
popular�ty; to be at the head of others, to command, he who was so
young, and but the day before had been a mere labourer, th�s f�lled
h�m w�th pr�de, and enlarged h�s dream of an approach�ng revolut�on
�n wh�ch he was to play a part. H�s face changed: he became ser�ous
and put on a�rs, wh�le h�s grow�ng amb�t�on �nflamed h�s theor�es and
pushed h�m to �deas of v�olence.
But autumn was advanc�ng, and the October cold had bl�ghted the
l�ttle gardens of the settlement. Beh�nd the th�n l�lacs the trammers
no longer tumbled the putters over on the shed, and only the w�nter
vegetables rema�ned, the cabbages pearled w�th wh�te frost, the
leeks and the salads. Once more the ra�ns were beat�ng down on the
red t�les and flow�ng down �nto the tubs beneath the gutters w�th the
sound of a torrent. In every house the stove p�led up w�th coal was
never cold, and po�soned the close parlours. It was the season of
wretchedness beg�nn�ng once more.
In October, on one of the f�rst frosty n�ghts, Ét�enne, fever�sh after h�s
conversat�on below, could not sleep. He had seen Cather�ne gl�de
beneath the coverlet and then blow out the candle. She also
appeared to be qu�te overcome, and tormented by one of those f�ts
of modesty wh�ch st�ll made her hasten somet�mes, and so
awkwardly that she only uncovered herself more. In the darkness
she lay as though dead; but he knew that she also was awake, and
he felt that she was th�nk�ng of h�m just as he was th�nk�ng of her:
th�s mute exchange of the�r be�ngs had never before f�lled them w�th
such trouble. The m�nutes went by and ne�ther he nor she moved,
only the�r breath�ng was embarrassed �n sp�te of the�r efforts to reta�n
�t. Tw�ce over he was on the po�nt of r�s�ng and tak�ng her. It was
�d�ot�c to have such a strong des�re for each other and never to
sat�sfy �t. Why should they thus sulk aga�nst what they des�red? The
ch�ldren were asleep, she was qu�te w�ll�ng; he was certa�n that she
was wa�t�ng for h�m, st�fl�ng, and that she would close her arms round
h�m �n s�lence w�th clenched teeth. Nearly an hour passed. He d�d
not go to take her, and she d�d not turn round for fear of call�ng h�m.



The more they l�ved s�de by s�de, the more a barr�er was ra�sed of
shames, repugnanc�es, del�cac�es of fr�endsh�p, wh�ch they could not
expla�n even to themselves.

CHAPTER IV

"L�sten," sa�d Maheude to her man, "when you go to Montsou for the
pay, just br�ng me back a pound of coffee and a k�lo of sugar."
He was sew�ng one of h�s shoes, �n order to spare the cobbl�ng.
"Good!" he murmured, w�thout leav�ng h�s task.
"I should l�ke you to go to the butcher's too. A b�t of veal, eh? It's so
long s�nce we saw �t."
Th�s t�me he ra�sed h�s head.
"Do you th�nk, then, that I've got thousands com�ng �n? The
fortn�ght's pay �s too l�ttle as �t �s, w�th the�r confounded �dea of
always stopp�ng work."
They were both s�lent. It was after breakfast, one Saturday, at the
end of October. The Company, under the pretext of the derangement
caused by payment, had on th�s day once more suspended output �n
all the�r p�ts. Se�zed by pan�c at the grow�ng �ndustr�al cr�s�s, and not
w�sh�ng to augment the�r already cons�derable stock, they prof�ted by
the smallest pretexts to force the�r ten thousand workers to rest.
"You know that Ét�enne �s wa�t�ng for you at Rasseneur's," began
Maheude aga�n. "Take h�m w�th you; he'll be more clever than you
are �n clear�ng up matters �f they haven't counted all your hours."
Maheu nodded approval.
"And just talk to those gentlemen about your father's affa�r. The
doctor's on good terms w�th the d�rectors. It's true, �sn't �t, old un, that
the doctor's m�staken, and that you can st�ll work?"



For ten days Father Bonnemort, w�th benumbed paws, as he sa�d,
had rema�ned na�led to h�s cha�r. She had to repeat her quest�on,
and he growled:
"Sure enough, I can work. One �sn't done for because one's legs are
bad. All that �s just stor�es they make up, so as not to g�ve the
hundred-and-e�ghty-franc pens�on."
Maheude thought of the old man's forty sous, wh�ch he would,
perhaps, never br�ng �n any more, and she uttered a cry of angu�sh:
"My God! we shall soon be all dead �f th�s goes on."
"When one �s dead," sa�d Maheu, "one doesn't get hungry."
He put some na�ls �nto h�s shoes, and dec�ded to set out. The Deux-
Cent-Quarante settlement would not be pa�d t�ll towards four o'clock.
The men d�d not hurry, therefore, but wa�ted about, go�ng off one by
one, beset by the women, who �mplored them to come back at once.
Many gave them comm�ss�ons, to prevent them forgett�ng
themselves �n publ�c-houses.
At Rasseneur's Ét�enne had rece�ved news. D�squ�et�ng rumours
were fly�ng about; �t was sa�d that the Company were more and more
d�scontented over the t�mber�ng. They were overwhelm�ng the
workmen w�th f�nes, and a confl�ct appeared �nev�table. That was,
however, only the avowed d�spute; beneath �t there were grave and
secret causes of compl�cat�on.
Just as Ét�enne arr�ved, a comrade, who was dr�nk�ng a glass on h�s
return from Montsou, was tell�ng that an announcement had been
stuck up at the cash�er's; but he d�d not qu�te know what was on the
announcement. A second entered, then a th�rd, and each brought a
d�fferent story. It seemed certa�n, however, that the Company had
taken a resolut�on.
"What do you say about �t, eh?" asked Ét�enne, s�tt�ng down near
Souvar�ne at a table where noth�ng was to be seen but a packet of
tobacco.
The eng�ne-man d�d not hurry, but f�n�shed roll�ng h�s c�garette.



"I say that �t was easy to foresee. They want to push you to
extremes."
He alone had a suff�c�ently keen �ntell�gence to analyse the s�tuat�on.
He expla�ned �t �n h�s qu�et way. The Company, suffer�ng from the
cr�s�s, had been forced to reduce the�r expenses �f they were not to
succumb, and �t was naturally the workers who would have to t�ghten
the�r bell�es; under some pretext or another the Company would
n�bble at the�r wages. For two months the coal had been rema�n�ng
at the surface of the�r p�ts, and nearly all the workshops were rest�ng.
As the Company d�d not dare to rest �n th�s way, terr�f�ed at the
ru�nous �nact�on, they were med�tat�ng a m�ddle course, perhaps a
str�ke, from wh�ch the m�ners would come out crushed and worse
pa�d. Then the new Prov�dent Fund was d�sturb�ng them, as �t was a
threat for the future, wh�le a str�ke would rel�eve them of �t, by
exhaust�ng �t when �t was st�ll small.
Rasseneur had seated h�mself bes�de Ét�enne, and both of them
were l�sten�ng �n consternat�on. They could talk aloud, because there
was no one there but Madame Rasseneur, seated at the counter.
"What an �dea!" murmured the �nnkeeper; "what's the good of �t? The
Company has no �nterest �n a str�ke, nor the men e�ther. It would be
best to come to an understand�ng."
Th�s was very sens�ble. He was always on the s�de of reasonable
demands. S�nce the rap�d popular�ty of h�s old lodger, he had even
exaggerated th�s system of poss�ble progress, say�ng they would
obta�n noth�ng �f they w�shed to have everyth�ng at once. In h�s fat,
good-humoured nature, nour�shed on beer, a secret jealousy was
form�ng, �ncreased by the desert�on of h�s bar, �nto wh�ch the
workmen from the Voreux now came more rarely to dr�nk and to
l�sten; and he thus somet�mes even began to defend the Company,
forgett�ng the rancour of an old m�ner who had been turned off.
"Then you are aga�nst the str�ke?" cr�ed Madame Rasseneur, w�thout
leav�ng the counter.
And as he energet�cally repl�ed, "Yes!" she made h�m hold h�s
tongue.



"Bah! you have no courage; let these gentlemen speak."
Ét�enne was med�tat�ng, w�th h�s eyes f�xed on the glass wh�ch she
had served to h�m. At last he ra�sed h�s head.
"I dare say �t's all true what our mate tells us, and we must get
res�gned to th�s str�ke �f they force �t on us. Pluchart has just wr�tten
me some very sens�ble th�ngs on th�s matter. He's aga�nst the str�ke
too, for the men would suffer as much as the masters, and �t wouldn't
come to anyth�ng dec�s�ve. Only �t seems to h�m a cap�tal chance to
get our men to make up the�r m�nds to go �nto h�s b�g mach�ne.
Here's h�s letter."
In fact, Pluchart, �n despa�r at the susp�c�on wh�ch the Internat�onal
aroused among the m�ners at Montsou, was hop�ng to see them
enter �n a mass �f they were forced to f�ght aga�nst the Company. In
sp�te of h�s efforts, Ét�enne had not been able to place a s�ngle
member's card, and he had g�ven h�s best efforts to h�s Prov�dent
Fund, wh�ch was much better rece�ved. But th�s fund was st�ll so
small that �t would be qu�ckly exhausted, as Souvar�ne sa�d, and the
str�kers would then �nev�tably throw themselves �nto the Work�ng
Men's Assoc�at�on so that the�r brothers �n every country could come
to the�r a�d.
"How much have you �n the fund?" asked Rasseneur. "Hardly three
thousand francs," repl�ed Ét�enne, "and you know that the d�rectors
sent for me yesterday. Oh! they were very pol�te; they repeated that
they wouldn't prevent the�r men from form�ng a reserve fund. But I
qu�te understood that they wanted to control �t. We are bound to
have a struggle over that."
The �nnkeeper was walk�ng up and down, wh�stl�ng contemptuously.
"Three thousand francs! what can you do w�th that! It wouldn't y�eld
s�x days' bread; and �f we counted on fore�gners, such as the people
�n England, one m�ght go to bed at once and turn up one's toes. No,
�t was too fool�sh, th�s str�ke!"
Then for the f�rst t�me b�tter words passed between these two men
who usually agreed together at last, �n the�r common hatred of
cap�tal.



"We shall see! and you, what do you say about �t?" repeated
Ét�enne, turn�ng towards Souvar�ne.
The latter repl�ed w�th h�s usual phrase of hab�tual contempt.
"A str�ke? Foolery!"
Then, �n the m�dst of the angry s�lence, he added gently:
"On the whole, I shouldn't say no �f �t amuses you; �t ru�ns the one
s�de and k�lls the other, and that �s always so much cleared away.
Only �n that way �t w�ll take qu�te a thousand years to renew the
world. Just beg�n by blow�ng up th�s pr�son �n wh�ch you are all be�ng
done to death!"
W�th h�s del�cate hand he po�nted out the Voreux, the bu�ld�ngs of
wh�ch could be seen through the open door. But an unforeseen
drama �nterrupted h�m: Poland, the b�g tame rabb�t, wh�ch had
ventured outs�de, came bound�ng back, flee�ng from the stones of a
band of trammers; and �n her terror, w�th fallen ears and ra�sed ta�l,
she took refuge aga�nst h�s legs, scratch�ng and �mplor�ng h�m to
take her up. When he had placed her on h�s knees, he sheltered her
w�th both hands, and fell �nto that k�nd of dreamy somnolence �nto
wh�ch the caress of th�s soft warm fur always plunged h�m.
Almost at the same t�me Maheu came �n. He would dr�nk noth�ng, �n
sp�te of the pol�te �ns�stence of Madame Rasseneur, who sold her
beer as though she made a present of �t. Ét�enne had r�sen, and both
of them set out for Montsou.
On pay-day at the Company's Yards, Montsou seemed to be �n the
m�dst of a fete as on f�ne Sunday feast-days. Bands of m�ners
arr�ved from all the settlements. The cash�er's off�ce be�ng very
small, they preferred to wa�t at the door, stat�oned �n groups on the
pavement, barr�ng the way �n a crowd that was constantly renewed.
Hucksters prof�ted by the occas�on and �nstalled themselves w�th
the�r movable stalls that sold even pottery and cooked meats. But �t
was espec�ally the estam�nets and the bars wh�ch d�d a good trade,
for the m�ners before be�ng pa�d went to the counters to get pat�ence,
and returned to them to wet the�r pay as soon as they had �t �n the�r
pockets. But they were very sens�ble, except when they f�n�shed �t at



the Volcan. As Maheu and Ét�enne advanced among the groups they
felt that on that day a deep exasperat�on was r�s�ng up. It was not the
ord�nary �nd�fference w�th wh�ch the money was taken and spent at
the publ�cs. F�sts were clenched and v�olent words were pass�ng
from mouth to mouth.
"Is �t true, then," asked Maheu of Chaval, whom he met before the
Estam�net P�quette, "that they've played the d�rty tr�ck?"
But Chaval contented h�mself by reply�ng w�th a fur�ous growl,
throw�ng a s�delong look on Ét�enne. S�nce the work�ng had been
renewed he had h�red h�mself on w�th others, more and more b�tten
by envy aga�nst th�s comrade, the new-comer who posed as a boss
and whose boots, as he sa�d, were l�cked by the whole settlement.
Th�s was compl�cated by a lover's jealousy. He never took Cather�ne
to Réqu�llart now or beh�nd the p�t-bank w�thout accus�ng her �n
abom�nable language of sleep�ng w�th her mother's lodger; then,
se�zed by savage des�re, he would st�fle her w�th caresses.
Maheu asked h�m another quest�on:
"Is �t the Voreux's turn now?"
And when he turned h�s back after nodd�ng aff�rmat�vely, both men
dec�ded to enter the Yards.
The count�ng-house was a small rectangular room, d�v�ded �n two by
a grat�ng. On the forms along the wall f�ve or s�x m�ners were wa�t�ng;
wh�le the cash�er ass�sted by a clerk was pay�ng another who stood
before the w�cket w�th h�s cap �n h�s hand. Above the form on the left,
a yellow placard was stuck up, qu�te fresh aga�nst the smoky grey of
the plaster, and �t was �n front of th�s that the men had been
constantly pass�ng all the morn�ng. They entered two or three at a
t�me, stood �n front of �t, and then went away w�thout a word,
shrugg�ng the�r shoulders as �f the�r backs were crushed.
Two coll�ers were just then stand�ng �n front of the announcement, a
young one w�th a square brut�sh head and a very th�n old one, h�s
face dull w�th age. Ne�ther of them could read; the young one spelt,
mov�ng h�s l�ps, the old one contented h�mself w�th gaz�ng stup�dly.
Many came �n thus to look, w�thout understand�ng.



"Read us that there!" sa�d Maheu, who was not very strong e�ther �n
read�ng, to h�s compan�on.
Then Ét�enne began to read h�m the announcement. It was a not�ce
from the Company to the m�ners of all the p�ts, �nform�ng them that �n
consequence of the lack of care bestowed on the t�mber�ng, and
be�ng weary of �nfl�ct�ng useless f�nes, the Company had resolved to
apply a new method of payment for the extract�on of coal.
Henceforward they would pay for the t�mber�ng separately, by the
cub�c metre of wood taken down and used, based on the quant�ty
necessary for good work. The pr�ce of the tub of coal extracted
would naturally be lowered, �n the proport�on of f�fty cent�mes to forty,
accord�ng to the nature and d�stance of the cutt�ngs, and a
somewhat obscure calculat�on endeavoured to show that th�s
d�m�nut�on of ten cent�mes would be exactly compensated by the
pr�ce of the t�mber�ng. The Company added also that, w�sh�ng to
leave every one t�me to conv�nce h�mself of the advantages
presented by th�s new scheme, they d�d not propose to apply �t t�ll
Monday, the 1st of December.
"Don't read so loud over there," shouted the cash�er. "We can't hear
what we are say�ng."
Ét�enne f�n�shed read�ng w�thout pay�ng attent�on to th�s observat�on.
H�s vo�ce trembled, and when he had reached the end they all
cont�nued to gaze stead�ly at the placard. The old m�ner and the
young one looked as though they expected someth�ng more; then
they went away w�th depressed shoulders.
"Good God!" muttered Maheu.
He and h�s compan�ons sat down absorbed, w�th lowered heads, and
wh�le f�les of men cont�nued to pass before the yellow paper they
made calculat�ons. Were they be�ng made fun of? They could never
make up w�th the t�mber�ng for the ten cent�mes taken off the tram.
At most they could only get to e�ght cent�mes, so the Company
would be robb�ng them of two cent�mes, w�thout count�ng the t�me
taken by careful work. Th�s, then, was what th�s d�sgu�sed lower�ng
of wages really came to. The Company was econom�z�ng out of the
m�ners' pockets.



"Good Lord! Good Lord!" repeated Maheu, ra�s�ng h�s head. "We
should be bloody fools �f we took that."
But the w�cket be�ng free he went up to be pa�d. The heads only of
the work�ngs presented themselves at the desk and then d�v�ded the
money between the�r men to save t�me.
"Maheu and assoc�ates," sa�d the clerk, "F�lonn�ére seam, cutt�ng No.
7."
He searched through the l�sts wh�ch were prepared from the
�nspect�on of the t�ckets on wh�ch the capta�ns stated every day for
each stall the number of trams extracted. Then he repeated:
"Maheu and assoc�ates, F�lonn�ére seam, cutt�ng No. 7. One
hundred and th�rty-f�ve francs."
The cash�er pa�d.
"Beg pardon, s�r," stammered the p�keman �n surpr�se. "Are you sure
you have not made a m�stake?"
He looked at th�s small sum of money w�thout p�ck�ng �t up, frozen by
a shudder wh�ch went to h�s heart. It was true he was expect�ng bad
payment, but �t could not come to so l�ttle or he must have calculated
wrong. When he had g�ven the�r shares to Zachar�e, Ét�enne, and the
other mate who replaced Chaval, there would rema�n at most f�fty
francs for h�mself, h�s father, Cather�ne, and Jeanl�n.
"No, no, I've made no m�stake," repl�ed the clerk. "There are two
Sundays and four rest days to be taken off; that makes n�ne days of
work." Maheu followed th�s calculat�on �n a low vo�ce: n�ne days gave
h�m about th�rty francs, e�ghteen to Cather�ne, n�ne to Jeanl�n. As to
Father Bonnemort, he only had three days. No matter, by add�ng the
n�nety francs of Zachar�e and the two mates, that would surely make
more.
"And don't forget the f�nes," added the clerk. "Twenty francs for f�nes
for defect�ve t�mber�ng."
The p�keman made a gesture of despa�r. Twenty francs of f�nes, four
days of rest! That made out the account. To th�nk that he had once
brought back a fortn�ght's pay of full a hundred and f�fty francs when



Father Bonnemort was work�ng and Zachar�e had not yet set up
house for h�mself!
"Well, are you go�ng to take �t?" cr�ed the cash�er �mpat�ently. "You
can see there's someone else wa�t�ng. If you don't want �t, say so."
As Maheu dec�ded to p�ck up the money w�th h�s large trembl�ng
hand the clerk stopped h�m.
"Wa�t: I have your name here. Toussa�nt Maheu, �s �t not? The
general secretary w�shes to speak to you. Go �n, he �s alone."
The dazed workman found h�mself �n an off�ce furn�shed w�th old
mahogany, upholstered w�th faded green rep. And he l�stened for f�ve
m�nutes to the general secretary, a tall sallow gentleman, who spoke
to h�m over the papers of h�s bureau w�thout r�s�ng. But the buzz�ng
�n h�s ears prevented h�m from hear�ng. He understood vaguely that
the quest�on of h�s father's ret�rement would be taken �nto
cons�derat�on w�th the pens�on of a hundred and f�fty francs, f�fty
years of age and forty years' serv�ce. Then �t seemed to h�m that the
secretary's vo�ce became harder. There was a repr�mand; he was
accused of occupy�ng h�mself w�th pol�t�cs; an allus�on was made to
h�s lodger and the Prov�dent Fund; f�nally he was adv�sed not to
comprom�se h�mself w�th these foll�es, he, who was one of the best
workmen �n the m�ne. He w�shed to protest, but could only
pronounce words at random, tw�st�ng h�s cap between h�s fever�sh
f�ngers, and he ret�red, stutter�ng:
"Certa�nly, s�r—I can assure you, s�r——"
Outs�de, when he had found Ét�enne who wa�t�ng for h�m, he broke
out:
"Well, I am a bloody fool, I ought to have repl�ed! Not enough money
to get bread, and �nsults as well! Yes, he has been talk�ng aga�nst
you; he told me the settlement was be�ng po�soned. And what's to be
done? Good God! bend one's back and say thank you. He's r�ght,
that's the w�sest plan."
Maheu fell s�lent, overcome at once by rage and fear. Ét�enne was
gloom�ly th�nk�ng. Once more they traversed the groups who blocked
the road. The exasperat�on was grow�ng, the exasperat�on of a calm



race, the muttered warn�ng of a storm, w�thout v�olent gestures,
terr�ble to see above th�s sol�d mass. A few men understand�ng
accounts had made calculat�ons, and the two cent�mes ga�ned by the
Company over the wood were rumoured about, and exc�ted the
hardest heads. But �t was espec�ally the rage over th�s d�sastrous
pay, the rebell�on of hunger aga�nst the rest days and the f�nes.
Already there was not enough to eat, and what would happen �f
wages were st�ll further lowered? In the estam�nets the anger grew
loud, and fury so dr�ed the�r throats that the l�ttle money taken went
over the counters.
From Montsou to the settlement Ét�enne and Maheu never
exchanged a word. When the latter entered, Maheude, who was
alone w�th the ch�ldren, not�ced �mmed�ately that h�s hands were
empty.
"Well, you're a n�ce one!" she sa�d. "Where's my coffee and my sugar
and the meat? A b�t of veal wouldn't have ru�ned you."
He made no reply, st�fled by the emot�on he had been keep�ng back.
Then the coarse face of th�s man hardened to work �n the m�nes
became swollen w�th despa�r, and large tears broke from h�s eyes
and fell �n a warm ra�n. He had thrown h�mself �nto a cha�r, weep�ng
l�ke a ch�ld, and throw�ng f�fty francs on the table:
"Here," he stammered. "That's what I've brought you back. That's
our work for all of us."
Maheude looked at Ét�enne, and saw that he was s�lent and
overwhelmed. Then she also wept. How were n�ne people to l�ve for
a fortn�ght on f�fty francs? Her eldest son had left them, the old man
could no longer move h�s legs: �t would soon mean death. Alz�re
threw herself round her mother's neck, overcome on hear�ng her
weep. Estelle was howl�ng, Lénore and Henr� were sobb�ng.
And from the ent�re settlement there soon arose the same cry of
wretchedness. The men had come back, and each household was
lament�ng the d�saster of th�s bad pay. The doors opened, women
appeared, cry�ng aloud outs�de, as �f the�r compla�nts could not be
held beneath the ce�l�ngs of these small houses. A f�ne ra�n was



fall�ng, but they d�d not feel �t, they called one another from the
pavements, they showed one another �n the hollow of the�r hands the
money they had rece�ved.
"Look! they've g�ven h�m th�s. Do they want to make fools of people?"
"As for me, see, I haven't got enough to pay for the fortn�ght's bread
w�th."
"And just count m�ne! I should have to sell my sh�fts!"
Maheude had come out l�ke the others. A group had formed around
the Levaque woman, who was shout�ng loudest of all, for her
drunkard of a husband had not even turned up, and she knew that,
large or small, the pay would melt away at the Volcan. Ph�loméne
watched Maheu so that Zachar�e should not get hold of the money.
P�erronne was the only one who seemed fa�rly calm, for that sneak
of a P�erron always arranged th�ngs, no one knew how, so as to have
more hours on the capta�n's t�cket than h�s mates. But Mother Brulé
thought th�s cowardly of her son-�n-law; she was among the enraged,
lean and erect �n the m�dst of the group, w�th her f�sts stretched
towards Montsou.
"To th�nk," she cr�ed, w�thout nam�ng the Hennebeaus, "that th�s
morn�ng I saw the�r servant go by �n a carr�age! Yes, the cook �n a
carr�age w�th two horses, go�ng to March�ennes to get f�sh, sure
enough!"
A clamour arose, and the abuse began aga�n. That servant �n a
wh�te apron taken to the market of the ne�ghbour�ng town �n her
master's carr�age aroused �nd�gnat�on. Wh�le the workers were dy�ng
of hunger they must have the�r f�sh, at all costs! Perhaps they would
not always be able to eat the�r f�sh: the turn of the poor people would
come. And the �deas sown by Ét�enne sprang up and expanded �n
th�s cry of revolt. It was �mpat�ence before the prom�sed age of gold,
a haste to get a share of the happ�ness beyond th�s hor�zon of
m�sery, closed �n l�ke the grave. The �njust�ce was becom�ng too
great; at last they would demand the�r r�ghts, s�nce the bread was
be�ng taken out of the�r mouths. The women espec�ally would have
l�ked at once to take by assault th�s �deal c�ty of progress, �n wh�ch



there was to be no more wretchedness. It was almost n�ght, and the
ra�n �ncreased wh�le they were st�ll f�ll�ng the settlement w�th the�r
tears �n the m�dst of the scream�ng helter-skelter of the ch�ldren.
That even�ng at the Avantage the str�ke was dec�ded on. Rasseneur
no longer struggled aga�nst �t, and Souvar�ne accepted �t as a f�rst
step. Ét�enne summed up the s�tuat�on �n a word: �f the Company
really wanted a str�ke then the Company should have a str�ke.

CHAPTER V

A week passed, and work went on susp�c�ously and mournfully �n
expectat�on of the confl�ct.
Among the Maheus the fortn�ght threatened to be more meagre than
ever. Maheude grew b�tter, �n sp�te of her moderat�on and good
sense. Her daughter Cather�ne, too, had taken �t �nto her head to
stay out one n�ght. On the follow�ng morn�ng she came back so
weary and �ll after th�s adventure that she was not able to go to the
p�t; and she told w�th tears how �t was not her fault, for Chaval had
kept her, threaten�ng to beat her �f she ran away. He was becom�ng
mad w�th jealousy, and w�shed to prevent her from return�ng to
Ét�enne's bed, where he well knew, he sa�d, that the fam�ly made her
sleep. Maheude was fur�ous, and, after forb�dd�ng her daughter ever
to see such a brute aga�n, talked of go�ng to Montsou to box h�s
ears. But, all the same, �t was a day lost, and the g�rl, now that she
had th�s lover, preferred not to change h�m.
Two days after there was another �nc�dent. On Monday and Tuesday
Jeanl�n, who was supposed to be qu�etly engaged on h�s task at the
Voreux, had escaped, to run away �nto the marshes and the forest of
Vandame w�th Bébert and Lyd�e. He had seduced them; no one
knew to what plunder or to what games of precoc�ous ch�ldren they
had all three g�ven themselves up. He rece�ved a v�gorous
pun�shment, a wh�pp�ng wh�ch h�s mother appl�ed to h�m on the
pavement outs�de before the terr�f�ed ch�ldren of the settlement. Who



could have thought such a th�ng of ch�ldren belong�ng to her, who
had cost so much s�nce the�r b�rth, and who ought now to be br�ng�ng
someth�ng �n? And �n th�s cry there was the remembrance of her own
hard youth, of the hered�tary m�sery wh�ch made of each l�ttle one �n
the brood a bread-w�nner later on.
That morn�ng, when the men and the g�rl set out for the p�t, Maheude
sat up �n her bed to say to Jeanl�n:
"You know that �f you beg�n that game aga�n, you l�ttle beast, I'll take
the sk�n off your bottom!"
In Maheu's new stall the work was hard. Th�s part of the F�lonn�ére
seam was so th�n that the p�kemen, squeezed between the wall and
the roof, grazed the�r elbows at the�r work. It was, too, becom�ng very
damp; from hour to hour they feared a rush of water, one of those
sudden torrents wh�ch burst through rocks and carry away men. The
day before, as Ét�enne was v�olently dr�v�ng �n h�s p�ck and draw�ng �t
out, he had rece�ved a jet of water �n h�s face; but th�s was only an
alarm; the cutt�ng s�mply became damper and more unwholesome.
Bes�des, he now thought noth�ng of poss�ble acc�dents; he forgot
h�mself there w�th h�s mates, careless of per�l. They l�ved �n f�re-
damp w�thout even feel�ng �ts we�ght on the�r eyel�ds, the sp�der's-
web ve�l wh�ch �t left on the eyelashes. Somet�mes when the flame of
the lamps grew paler and bluer than usual �t attracted attent�on, and
a m�ner would put h�s head aga�nst the seam to l�sten to the low
no�se of the gas, a no�se of a�r-bubbles escap�ng from each crack.
But the constant threat was of landsl�ps; for, bes�des the �nsuff�c�ency
of the t�mber�ng, always patched up too qu�ckly, the so�l, soaked w�th
water, would not hold.
Three t�mes dur�ng the day Maheu had been obl�ged to add to the
plank�ng. It was half-past two, and the men would soon have to
ascend. Ly�ng on h�s s�de, Ét�enne was f�n�sh�ng the cutt�ng of a
block, when a d�stant growl of thunder shook the whole m�ne.
"What's that, then?" he cr�ed, putt�ng down h�s axe to l�sten.
He had at f�rst thought that the gallery was fall�ng �n beh�nd h�s back.
But Maheu had already gl�ded along the slope of the cutt�ng, say�ng:



"It's a fall! Qu�ck, qu�ck!"
All tumbled down and hastened, carr�ed away by an �mpulse of
anx�ous fratern�ty. The�r lamps danced at the�r wr�sts �n the deathly
s�lence wh�ch had fallen; they rushed �n s�ngle f�le along the
passages w�th bent backs, as though they were gallop�ng on all
fours; and w�thout slow�ng th�s gallop they asked each other
quest�ons and threw br�ef repl�es. Where was �t, then? In the
cutt�ngs, perhaps. No, �t came from below; no, from the haulage.
When they arr�ved at the ch�mney passage, they threw themselves
�nto �t, tumbl�ng one over the other w�thout troubl�ng about bru�ses.
Jeanl�n, w�th sk�n st�ll red from the wh�pp�ng of the day before, had
not run away from the p�t on th�s day. He was trott�ng w�th naked feet
beh�nd h�s tram, clos�ng the vent�lat�on doors one by one; when he
was not afra�d of meet�ng a capta�n he jumped on to the last tram,
wh�ch he was not allowed to do for fear he should go to sleep. But
h�s great amusement was, whenever the tram was shunted to let
another one pass, to go and jo�n Bébert, who was hold�ng the re�ns
�n front. He would come up slyly w�thout h�s lamp and v�gorously
p�nch h�s compan�on, �nvent�ng m�sch�evous monkey tr�cks, w�th h�s
yellow ha�r, h�s large ears, h�s lean muzzle, l�t up by l�ttle green eyes
sh�n�ng �n the darkness. W�th morb�d precoc�ty, he seemed to have
the obscure �ntell�gence and the qu�ck sk�ll of a human abort�on
wh�ch had returned to �ts an�mal ways.



In the afternoon, Mouque brought Bata�lle, whose turn �t was, to the
trammers; and as the horse was snuff�ng �n the shunt�ng, Jeanl�n,
who had gl�ded up to Bébert, asked h�m:
"What's the matter w�th the old hack to stop short l�ke that? He'll
break my legs."
Bébert could not reply; he had to hold �n Bata�lle, who was grow�ng
l�vely at the approach of the other tram. The horse had smelled from
afar h�s comrade, Trompette, for whom he had felt great tenderness
ever s�nce the day when he had seen h�m d�sembarked �n the p�t.
One m�ght say that �t was the affect�onate p�ty of an old ph�losopher
anx�ous to console a young fr�end by �mpart�ng to h�m h�s own
res�gnat�on and pat�ence; for Trompette d�d not become reconc�led,
draw�ng h�s trams w�thout any taste for the work, stand�ng w�th
lowered head bl�nded by the darkness, and for ever regrett�ng the
sun. So every t�me that Bata�lle met h�m he put out h�s head snort�ng,
and mo�stened h�m w�th an encourag�ng caress.
"By God!" swore Bébert, "there they are, l�ck�ng each other's sk�ns
aga�n!"
Then, when Trompette had passed, he repl�ed, on the subject of
Bata�lle:
"Oh, he's a cunn�ng old beast! When he stops l�ke that �t's because
he guesses there's someth�ng �n the way, a stone or a hole, and he
takes care of h�mself; he doesn't want to break h�s bones. To-day I
don't know what was the matter w�th h�m down there after the door.
He pushed �t, and stood stock-st�ll. D�d you see anyth�ng?"
"No," sa�d Jeanl�n. "There's water, I've got �t up to my knees."
The tram set out aga�n. And, on the follow�ng journey, when he had
opened the vent�lat�on door w�th a blow from h�s head, Bata�lle aga�n
refused to advance, ne�gh�ng and trembl�ng. At last he made up h�s
m�nd, and set off w�th a bound.
Jeanl�n, who closed the door, had rema�ned beh�nd. He bent down
and looked at the mud through wh�ch he was paddl�ng, then, ra�s�ng
h�s lamp, he saw that the wood had g�ven way beneath the cont�nual



bleed�ng of a spr�ng. Just then a p�keman, one Berloque, who was
called Ch�cot, had arr�ved from h�s cutt�ng, �n a hurry to go to h�s w�fe
who had just been conf�ned. He also stopped and exam�ned the
plank�ng. And suddenly, as the boy was start�ng to rejo�n h�s tra�n, a
tremendous crack�ng sound was heard, and a landsl�p engulfed the
man and the ch�ld.
There was deep s�lence. A th�ck dust ra�sed by the w�nd of the fall
passed through the passages. Bl�nded and choked, the m�ners came
from every part, even from the farthest stalls, w�th the�r danc�ng
lamps wh�ch feebly l�ghted up th�s gallop of black men at the bottom
of these moleh�lls. When the f�rst men tumbled aga�nst the landsl�p,
they shouted out and called the�r mates. A second band, come from
the cutt�ng below, found themselves on the other s�de of the mass of
earth wh�ch stopped up the gallery. It was at once seen that the roof
had fallen �n for a dozen metres at most. The damage was not
ser�ous. But all hearts were contracted when a death-rattle was
heard from the ru�ns.
Bébert, leav�ng h�s tram, ran up, repeat�ng:
"Jeanl�n �s underneath! Jeanl�n �s underneath!"
Maheu, at th�s very moment, had come out of the passage w�th
Zachar�e and Ét�enne. He was se�zed w�th the fury of despa�r, and
could only utter oaths:
"My God! my God! my God!"
Cather�ne, Lyd�e, and Mouquette, who had also rushed up, began to
sob and shr�ek w�th terror �n the m�dst of the fearful d�sorder, wh�ch
was �ncreased by the darkness. The men tr�ed to make them be
s�lent, but they shr�eked louder as each groan was heard.
The capta�n, R�chomme, had come up runn�ng, �n despa�r that
ne�ther Négrel, the eng�neer, nor Dansaert was at the p�t. W�th h�s
ear pressed aga�nst the rocks he l�stened; and, at last, sa�d those
sounds could not come from a ch�ld. A man must certa�nly be there.
Maheu had already called Jeanl�n twenty t�mes over. Not a breath
was heard. The l�ttle one must have been smashed up.



And st�ll the groans cont�nued monotonously. They spoke to the
agon�zed man, ask�ng h�m h�s name. The groan�ng alone repl�ed.
"Look sharp!" repeated R�chomme, who had already organ�zed a
rescue, "we can talk afterwards."
From each end the m�ners attacked the landsl�p w�th p�ck and
shovel. Chaval worked w�thout a word bes�de Maheu and Ét�enne,
wh�le Zachar�e super�ntended the removal of the earth. The hour for
ascent had come, and no one had touched food; but they could not
go up for the�r soup wh�le the�r mates were �n per�l. They real�zed,
however, that the settlement would be d�sturbed �f no one came
back, and �t was proposed to send off the women. But ne�ther
Cather�ne nor Mouquette, nor even Lyd�e, would move, na�led to the
spot w�th a des�re to know what had happened, and to help. Levaque
then accepted the comm�ss�on of announc�ng the landsl�p up above
—a s�mple acc�dent, wh�ch was be�ng repa�red. It was nearly four
o'clock; �n less than an hour the men had done a day's work; half the
earth would have already been removed �f more rocks had not sl�d
from the roof. Maheu pers�sted w�th such energy that he refused,
w�th a fur�ous gesture, when another man approached to rel�eve h�m
for a moment.
"Gently!" sa�d R�chomme at last, "we are gett�ng near. We must not
f�n�sh them off."
In fact the groan�ng was becom�ng more and more d�st�nct. It was a
cont�nuous rattl�ng wh�ch gu�ded the workers; and now �t seemed to
be beneath the�r very p�cks. Suddenly �t stopped.
In s�lence they all looked at one another, and shuddered as they felt
the coldness of death pass �n the darkness. They dug on, soaked �n
sweat, the�r muscles tense to break�ng. They came upon a foot, and
then began to remove the earth w�th the�r hands, free�ng the l�mbs
one by one. The head was not hurt. They turned the�r lamps on �t,
and Ch�cot's name went round. He was qu�te warm, w�th h�s sp�nal
column broken by a rock.
"Wrap h�m up �n a cover�ng, and put h�m �n a tram," ordered the
capta�n. "Now for the lad; look sharp."



Maheu gave a last blow, and an open�ng was made, commun�cat�ng
w�th the men who were clear�ng away the so�l from the other s�de.
They shouted out that they had just found Jeanl�n, unconsc�ous, w�th
both legs broken, st�ll breath�ng. It was the father who took up the
l�ttle one �n h�s arms, w�th clenched jaws constantly utter�ng "My
God!" to express h�s gr�ef, wh�le Cather�ne and the other women
aga�n began to shr�ek.
A process�on was qu�ckly formed. Bébert had brought back Bata�lle,
who was harnessed to the trams. In the f�rst lay Ch�cot's corpse,
supported by Ét�enne; �n the second, Maheu was seated w�th
Jeanl�n, st�ll unconsc�ous, on h�s knees, covered by a str�p of wool
torn from the vent�lat�on door. They started at a walk�ng pace. On
each tram was a lamp l�ke a red star. Then beh�nd followed the row
of m�ners, some f�fty shadows �n s�ngle f�le. Now that they were
overcome by fat�gue, they tra�led the�r feet, sl�pp�ng �n the mud, w�th
the mournful melancholy of a flock str�cken by an ep�dem�c. It took
them nearly half an hour to reach the p�t-eye. Th�s process�on
beneath the earth, �n the m�dst of deep darkness, seemed never to
end through galler�es wh�ch b�furcated and turned and unrolled.
At the p�t-eye R�chomme, who had gone on before, had ordered an
empty cage to be reserved. P�erron �mmed�ately loaded the two
trams. In the f�rst Maheu rema�ned w�th h�s wounded l�ttle one on h�s
knees, wh�le �n the other Ét�enne kept Ch�cot's corpse between h�s
arms to hold �t up. When the men had p�led themselves up �n the
other decks the cage rose. It took two m�nutes. The ra�n from the
tubb�ng fell very cold, and the men looked up towards the a�r
�mpat�ent to see dayl�ght.
Fortunately a trammer sent to Dr. Vanderhaghen's had found h�m
and brought h�m back. Jeanl�n and the dead man were placed �n the
capta�ns' room, where, from year's end to year's end, a large f�re
burnt. A row of buckets w�th warm water was ready for wash�ng feet;
and, two mattresses hav�ng been spread on the floor, the man and
the ch�ld were placed on them. Maheu and Ét�enne alone entered.
Outs�de, putters, m�ners, and boys were runn�ng about, form�ng
groups and talk�ng �n a low vo�ce.



As soon as the doctor had glanced at Ch�cot:
"Done for! You can wash h�m."
Two overseers undressed and then washed w�th a sponge th�s
corpse blackened w�th coal and st�ll d�rty w�th the sweat of work.
"Noth�ng wrong w�th the head," sa�d the doctor aga�n, kneel�ng on
Jeanl�n's mattress. "Nor the chest e�ther. Ah! �t's the legs wh�ch have
g�ven."
He h�mself undressed the ch�ld, unfasten�ng the cap, tak�ng off the
jacket, draw�ng off the breeches and sh�rt w�th the sk�ll of a nurse.
And the poor l�ttle body appeared, as lean as an �nsect, sta�ned w�th
black dust and yellow earth, marbled by bloody patches. Noth�ng
could be made out, and they had to wash h�m also. He seemed to
grow leaner beneath the sponge, the flesh so pall�d and transparent
that one could see the bones. It was a p�ty to look on th�s last
degenerat�on of a wretched race, th�s mere noth�ng that was
suffer�ng and half crushed by the fall�ng of the rocks. When he was
clean they perce�ved the bru�ses on the th�ghs, two red patches on
the wh�te sk�n.
Jeanl�n, awak�ng from h�s fa�nt, moaned. Stand�ng up at the foot of
the mattress w�th hands hang�ng down, Maheu was look�ng at h�m
and large tears rolled from h�s eyes.
"Eh, are you the father?" sa�d the doctor, ra�s�ng h�s eyes; "no need
to cry then, you can see he �s not dead. Help me �nstead."
He found two s�mple fractures. But the r�ght leg gave h�m some
anx�ety, �t would probably have to be cut off.
At th�s moment the eng�neer, Négrel, and Dansaert, who had been
�nformed, came up w�th R�chomme. The f�rst l�stened to the capta�n's
narrat�ve w�th an exasperated a�r. He broke out: Always th�s cursed
t�mber�ng! Had he not repeated a hundred t�mes that they would
leave the�r men down there! and those brutes who talked about
go�ng out on str�ke �f they were forced to t�mber more sol�dly. The
worst was that now the Company would have to pay for the broken
pots. M. Hennebeau would be pleased!



"Who �s �t?" he asked of Dansaert, who was stand�ng �n s�lence
before the corpse wh�ch was be�ng wrapped up �n a sheet.
"Ch�cot! one of our good workers," repl�ed the ch�ef capta�n. "He has
three ch�ldren. Poor chap!"
Dr. Vanderhaghen ordered Jeanl�n's �mmed�ate removal to h�s
parents'. S�x o'clock struck, tw�l�ght was already com�ng on, and they
would do well to remove the corpse also; the eng�neer gave orders
to harness the van and to br�ng a stretcher. The wounded ch�ld was
placed on the stretcher wh�le the mattress and the dead body were
put �nto the van.
Some putters were st�ll stand�ng at the door talk�ng w�th some m�ners
who were wa�t�ng about to look on. When the door reopened there
was s�lence �n the group. A new process�on was then formed, the
van �n front, then the stretcher, and then the tra�n of people. They left
the m�ne square and went slowly up the road to the settlement. The
f�rst November cold had denuded the �mmense pla�n; the n�ght was
now slowly bury�ng �t l�ke a shroud fallen from the l�v�d sky.
Ét�enne then �n a low vo�ce adv�sed Maheu to send Cather�ne on to
warn Maheude so as to soften the blow. The overwhelmed father,
who was follow�ng the stretcher, agreed w�th a nod; and the young
g�rl set out runn�ng, for they were now near. But the van, that gloomy
well-known box, was already s�gnalled. Women ran out w�ldly on to
the paths; three or four rushed about �n angu�sh, w�thout the�r
bonnets. Soon there were th�rty of them, then f�fty, all chok�ng w�th
the same terror. Then someone was dead? Who was �t? The story
told by Levaque after f�rst reassur�ng them, now exaggerated the�r
n�ghtmare: �t was not one man, �t was ten who had per�shed, and
who were now be�ng brought back �n the van one by one.
Cather�ne found her mother ag�tated by a present�ment; and after
hear�ng the f�rst stammered words Maheude cr�ed:
"The father's dead!"
The young g�rl protested �n va�n, speak�ng of Jeanl�n. W�thout
hear�ng her, Maheude had rushed forward. And on see�ng the van,
wh�ch was pass�ng before the church, she grew fa�nt and pale. The



women at the�r doors, mute w�th terror, were stretch�ng out the�r
necks, wh�le others followed, trembl�ng as they wondered before
whose house the process�on would stop.
The veh�cle passed; and beh�nd �t Maheude saw Maheu, who was
accompany�ng the stretcher. Then, when they had placed the
stretcher at her door and when she saw Jeanl�n al�ve w�th h�s legs
broken, there was so sudden a react�on �n her that she choked w�th
anger, stammer�ng, w�thout tears:
"Is th�s �t? They cr�pple our l�ttle ones now! Both legs! My God! What
do they want me to do w�th h�m?"
"Be st�ll, then," sa�d Dr. Vanderhaghen, who had followed to attend to
Jeanl�n. "Would you rather he had rema�ned below?"
But Maheude grew more fur�ous, wh�le Alz�re, Lénore, and Henr�
were cry�ng around her. As she helped to carry up the wounded boy
and to g�ve the doctor what he needed, she cursed fate, and asked
where she was to f�nd money to feed �nval�ds. The old man was not
then enough, now th�s rascal too had lost h�s legs! And she never
ceased; wh�le other cr�es, more heart-break�ng lamentat�ons, were
heard from a ne�ghbour�ng house: Ch�cot's w�fe and ch�ldren were
weep�ng over the body. It was now qu�te n�ght, the exhausted m�ners
were at last eat�ng the�r soup, and the settlement had fallen �nto a
melancholy s�lence, only d�sturbed by these loud outcr�es.
Three weeks passed. It was found poss�ble to avo�d amputat�on;
Jeanl�n kept both h�s legs, but he rema�ned lame. On �nvest�gat�on
the Company had res�gned �tself to g�v�ng a donat�on of f�fty francs. It
had also prom�sed to f�nd employment for the l�ttle cr�pple at the
surface as soon as he was well. All the same the�r m�sery was
aggravated, for the father had rece�ved such a shock that he was
ser�ously �ll w�th fever.
S�nce Thursday Maheu had been back at the p�t and �t was now
Sunday. In the even�ng Ét�enne talked of the approach�ng date of the
1st of December, preoccup�ed �n wonder�ng �f the Company would
execute �ts threat. They sat up t�ll ten o'clock wa�t�ng for Cather�ne,
who must have been delay�ng w�th Chaval. But she d�d not return.



Maheude fur�ously bolted the door w�thout a word. Ét�enne was long
�n go�ng to sleep, restless at the thought of that empty bed �n wh�ch
Alz�re occup�ed so l�ttle room.
Next morn�ng she was st�ll absent; and �t was only �n the afternoon,
on return�ng from the p�t, that the Maheus learnt that Chaval was
keep�ng Cather�ne. He created such abom�nable scenes w�th her
that she had dec�ded to stay w�th h�m. To avo�d reproaches he had
suddenly left the Voreux and had been taken on at Jean-Bart, M.
Deneul�n's m�ne, and she had followed h�m as a putter. The new
household st�ll l�ved at Montsou, at P�quette's.
Maheu at f�rst talked of go�ng to f�ght the man and of br�ng�ng h�s
daughter back w�th a k�ck �n the backs�de. Then he made a gesture
of res�gnat�on: what was the good? It always turned out l�ke that; one
could not prevent a g�rl from st�ck�ng to a man when she wanted to. It
was much better to wa�t qu�etly for the marr�age. But Maheude d�d
not take th�ngs so eas�ly.
"D�d I beat her when she took th�s Chaval?" she cr�ed to Ét�enne,
who l�stened �n s�lence, very pale. "See now, tell me! you, who are a
sens�ble man. We have left her free, haven't we? because, my God!
they all come to �t. Now, I was �n the fam�ly way when the father
marr�ed me. But I d�dn't run away from my parents, and I should
never have done so d�rty a tr�ck as to carry the money I earned to a
man who had no want of �t before the proper age. Ah! �t's d�sgust�ng,
you know. People w�ll leave off gett�ng ch�ldren!"
And as Ét�enne st�ll repl�ed only by nodd�ng h�s head, she �ns�sted:
"A g�rl who went out every even�ng where she wanted to! What has
she got �n her sk�n, then, not to be able to wa�t t�ll I marr�ed her after
she had helped to get us out of d�ff�cult�es? Eh? �t's natural, one has
a daughter to work. But there! we have been too good, we ought not
to let her go and amuse herself w�th a man. G�ve them an �nch and
they take an ell."
Alz�re nodded approv�ngly. Lénore and Henr�, overcome by th�s
storm, cr�ed qu�etly, wh�le the mother now enumerated the�r
m�sfortunes: f�rst Zachar�e who had had to get marr�ed; then old



Bonnemort who was there on h�s cha�r w�th h�s tw�sted feet; then
Jeanl�n who could not leave the room for ten days w�th h�s badly-
un�ted bones; and now, as a last blow, th�s jade Cather�ne, who had
gone away w�th a man! The whole fam�ly was break�ng up. There
was only the father left at the p�t. How were they to l�ve, seven
persons w�thout count�ng Estelle, on h�s three francs? They m�ght as
well jump �nto the canal �n a band.
"It won't do any good to worry yourself," sa�d Maheu �n a low vo�ce,
"perhaps we have not got to the end."
Ét�enne, who was look�ng f�xedly at the flags on the floor, ra�sed h�s
head, and murmured w�th eyes lost �n a v�s�on of the future:
"Ah! �t �s t�me! �t �s t�me!"

PART FOUR

CHAPTER I

On that Monday the Hennebeaus had �nv�ted the Grégo�res and the�r
daughter Céc�le to lunch. They had formed the�r plans: on r�s�ng from
table, Paul Négrel was to take the lad�es to a m�ne, Sa�nt-Thomas,
wh�ch had been luxur�ously re�nstalled. But th�s was only an am�able
pretext; th�s party was an �nvent�on of Madame Hennebeau's to
hasten the marr�age of Céc�le and Paul.
Suddenly, on th�s very Monday, at four o'clock �n the morn�ng, the
str�ke broke out. When, on the 1st of December, the Company had
adopted the new wage system, the m�ners rema�ned calm. At the
end of the fortn�ght not one made the least protest on pay-day.
Everybody, from the manager down to the last overseer, cons�dered
the tar�ff as accepted; and great was the�r surpr�se �n the morn�ng at



th�s declarat�on of war, made w�th a tact�cal un�ty wh�ch seemed to
�nd�cate energet�c leadersh�p.
At f�ve o'clock Dansaert woke M. Hennebeau to �nform h�m that not a
s�ngle man had gone down at the Voreux. The settlement of the
Deux-Cent-Quarante, wh�ch he had passed through, was sleep�ng
deeply, w�th closed w�ndows and doors. And as soon as the
manager had jumped out of bed, h�s eyes st�ll swollen w�th sleep, he
was overwhelmed. Every quarter of an hour messengers came �n,
and d�spatches fell on h�s desk as th�ck as ha�l. At f�rst he hoped that
the revolt was l�m�ted to the Voreux; but the news became more
ser�ous every m�nute. There was the M�rou, the Crévecœur, the
Madele�ne, where only the grooms had appeared; the V�cto�re and
Feutry-Cantel, the two best d�sc�pl�ned p�ts, where the men had been
reduced by a th�rd; Sa�nt-Thomas alone numbered all �ts people, and
seemed to be outs�de the movement. Up to n�ne o'clock he d�ctated
d�spatches, telegraph�ng �n all d�rect�ons, to the prefect of L�lle, to the
d�rectors of the Company, warn�ng the author�t�es and ask�ng for
orders. He had sent Négrel to go round the ne�ghbour�ng p�ts to
obta�n prec�se �nformat�on.
Suddenly M. Hennebeau recollected the lunch; and he was about to
send the coachman to tell the Grégo�res that the party had been put
off, when a certa�n hes�tat�on and lack of w�ll stopped h�m—the man
who �n a few br�ef phrases had just made m�l�tary preparat�ons for a
f�eld of battle. He went up to Madame Hennebeau, whose ha�r had
just been done by her lady's ma�d, �n her dress�ng-room.
"Ah! they are on str�ke," she sa�d qu�etly, when he had told her. "Well,
what has that to do w�th us? We are not go�ng to leave off eat�ng, I
suppose?"
And she was obst�nate; �t was va�n to tell her that the lunch would be
d�sturbed, and that the v�s�t to Sa�nt-Thomas could not take place.
She found an answer to everyth�ng. Why lose a lunch that was
already cook�ng? And as to v�s�t�ng the p�t, they could g�ve that up
afterwards �f the walk was really �mprudent.
"Bes�des," she added, when the ma�d had gone out, "you know that I
am anx�ous to rece�ve these good people. Th�s marr�age ought to



affect you more than the foll�es of your men. I want to have �t, don't
contrad�ct me."
He looked at her, ag�tated by a sl�ght trembl�ng, and the hard f�rm
face of the man of d�sc�pl�ne expressed the secret gr�ef of a wounded
heart. She had rema�ned w�th naked shoulders, already over-mature,
but st�ll �mpos�ng and des�rable, w�th the broad bust of a Ceres g�lded
by the autumn. For a moment he felt a brutal des�re to se�ze her, and
to roll h�s head between the breasts she was expos�ng �n th�s warm
room, wh�ch exh�b�ted the pr�vate luxury of a sensual woman and
had about �t an �rr�tat�ng perfume of musk, but he reco�led; for ten
years they had occup�ed separate rooms.
"Good!" he sa�d, leav�ng her. "Do not make any alterat�ons."
M. Hennebeau had been born �n the Ardennes. In h�s early l�fe he
had undergone the hardsh�ps of a poor boy thrown as an orphan on
the Par�s streets. After hav�ng pa�nfully followed the courses of the
École des M�nes, at the age of twenty-four he had gone to the
Grand' Combe as eng�neer to the Sa�nte-Barbe m�ne. Three years
later he became d�v�s�onal eng�neer �n the Pas-de-Cala�s, at the
Marles m�nes. It was there that he marr�ed, wedd�ng, by one of those
strokes of fortune wh�ch are the rule among the Corps des M�nes,
the daughter of the r�ch owner of a sp�nn�ng factory at Arras. For
f�fteen years they l�ved �n the same small prov�nc�al town, and no
event broke the monotony of ex�stence, not even the b�rth of a ch�ld.
An �ncreas�ng �rr�tat�on detached Madame Hennebeau, who had
been brought up to respect money, and was d�sda�nful of th�s
husband who ga�ned a small salary w�th such d�ff�culty, and who
enabled her to grat�fy none of the sat�sfact�ons of van�ty wh�ch she
had dreamed of at school. He was a man of str�ct honesty, who
never speculated, but stood at h�s post l�ke a sold�er. The lack of
harmony had only �ncreased, aggravated by one of those cur�ous
m�sunderstand�ngs of the flesh wh�ch freeze the most ardent; he
adored h�s w�fe, she had the sensual�ty of a greedy blonde, and
already they slept apart, �ll at ease and wounded. From that t�me she
had a lover of whom he was �gnorant. At last he left the Pas-de-
Cala�s to occupy a s�tuat�on �n an off�ce at Par�s, w�th the �dea that
she would be grateful to h�m. But Par�s only completed the�r



separat�on, that Par�s wh�ch she had des�red s�nce her f�rst doll, and
where she washed away her prov�nc�al�sm �n a week, becom�ng a
woman of fash�on at once, and throw�ng herself �nto all the luxur�ous
foll�es of the per�od. The ten years wh�ch she spent there were f�lled
by a great pass�on, a publ�c �ntr�gue w�th a man whose desert�on
nearly k�lled her. Th�s t�me the husband had not been able to keep
h�s �gnorance, and after some abom�nable scenes he res�gned
h�mself, d�sarmed by the qu�et unconsc�ousness of th�s woman who
took her happ�ness where she found �t. It was after the rupture, and
when he saw that she was �ll w�th gr�ef, that he had accepted the
management of the Montsou m�nes, st�ll hop�ng also that she would
reform down there �n that desolate black country.
The Hennebeaus, s�nce they had l�ved at Montsou, returned to the
�rr�tated boredom of the�r early marr�ed days. At f�rst she seemed
consoled by the great qu�et, soothed by the flat monotony of the
�mmense pla�n; she bur�ed herself �n �t as a woman who has done
w�th the world; she affected a dead heart, so detached from l�fe that
she d�d not even m�nd grow�ng stout. Then, beneath th�s �nd�fference
a f�nal fever declared �tself, the need to l�ve once more, and she
deluded herself for s�x months by organ�z�ng and furn�sh�ng to her
taste the l�ttle v�lla belong�ng to the management. She sa�d �t was
fr�ghtful, and f�lled �t w�th upholstery, br�c-a-brac, and all sorts of
art�st�c luxur�es wh�ch were talked of as far as L�lle. Now the country
exasperated her, those stup�d f�elds spread out to �nf�n�ty, those
eternal black roads w�thout a tree, swarm�ng w�th a horr�d populat�on
wh�ch d�sgusted and fr�ghtened her. Compla�nts of ex�le began; she
accused her husband of hav�ng sacr�f�ced her to a salary of forty
thousand francs, a tr�fle wh�ch hardly suff�ced to keep the house up.
Why could he not �m�tate others, demand a part for h�mself, obta�n
shares, succeed �n someth�ng at last? And she �ns�sted w�th the
cruelty of an he�ress who had brought her own fortune. He, always
restra�ned, and tak�ng refuge �n the decept�ve coldness of a man of
bus�ness, was torn by des�re for th�s creature, one of those late
des�res wh�ch are so v�olent and wh�ch �ncrease w�th age. He had
never possessed her as a lover; he was haunted by a cont�nual
�mage, to have her once to h�mself as she had g�ven herself to
another. Every morn�ng he dreamed of w�nn�ng her �n the even�ng;



then, when she looked at h�m w�th her cold eyes, and when he felt
that everyth�ng w�th�n her den�ed �tself to h�m, he even avo�ded
touch�ng her hand. It was a suffer�ng w�thout poss�ble cure, h�dden
beneath the st�ffness of h�s att�tude, the suffer�ng of a tender nature
�n secret angu�sh at the lack of domest�c happ�ness. At the end of s�x
months, when the house, be�ng def�n�tely furn�shed, no longer
occup�ed Madame Hennebeau, she fell �nto the languor of boredom,
a v�ct�m who was be�ng k�lled by ex�le, and who sa�d that she was
glad to d�e of �t.
Just then Paul Négrel arr�ved at Montsou. H�s mother, the w�dow of a
Provence capta�n, l�v�ng at Av�gnon on a slender �ncome, had had to
content herself w�th bread and water to enable h�m to reach the
École Polytechn�que. He had come out low �n rank, and h�s uncle, M.
Hennebeau, had enabled h�m to leave by offer�ng to take h�m as
eng�neer at the Voreux. From that t�me he was treated as one of the
fam�ly; he even had h�s room there, h�s meals there, l�ved there, and
was thus enabled to send to h�s mother half h�s salary of three
thousand francs. To d�sgu�se th�s k�ndness M. Hennebeau spoke of
the embarrassment to a young man of sett�ng up a household �n one
of those l�ttle v�llas reserved for the m�ne eng�neers. Madame
Hennebeau had at once taken the part of a good aunt, treat�ng her
nephew w�th fam�l�ar�ty and watch�ng over h�s comfort. Dur�ng the
f�rst months, espec�ally, she exh�b�ted an overwhelm�ng matern�ty
w�th her adv�ce regard�ng the smallest subjects. But she rema�ned a
woman, however, and sl�d �nto personal conf�dences. Th�s lad, so
young and so pract�cal, w�th h�s unscrupulous �ntell�gence,
profess�ng a ph�losopher's theory of love, amused her w�th the
v�vac�ty of the pess�m�sm wh�ch had sharpened h�s th�n face and
po�nted nose. One even�ng he naturally found h�mself �n her arms,
and she seemed to g�ve herself up out of k�ndness, wh�le say�ng to
h�m that she had no heart left, and w�shed only to be h�s fr�end. In
fact, she was not jealous; she joked h�m about the putters, whom he
declared to be abom�nable, and she almost sulked because he had
no young man's pranks to narrate to her. Then she was carr�ed away
by the �dea of gett�ng h�m marr�ed; she dreamed of sacr�f�c�ng herself
and of f�nd�ng a r�ch g�rl for h�m. The�r relat�ons cont�nued a



playth�ng, a recreat�on, �n wh�ch she felt the last tenderness of a lazy
woman who had done w�th the world.
Two years had passed by. One n�ght M. Hennebeau had a susp�c�on
when he heard naked feet pass�ng h�s door. But th�s new adventure
revolted h�m, �n h�s own house, between th�s mother and th�s son!
And bes�des, on the follow�ng day h�s w�fe spoke to h�m about the
cho�ce of Céc�le Grégo�re wh�ch she had made for her nephew. She
occup�ed herself over th�s marr�age w�th such ardour that he blushed
at h�s own monstrous �mag�nat�on. He only felt grat�tude towards the
young man who, s�nce h�s arr�val, had made the house less
melancholy.
As he came down from the dress�ng-room, M. Hennebeau found that
Paul, who had just returned, was �n the vest�bule. He seemed to be
qu�te amused by the story of th�s str�ke.
"Well?" asked h�s uncle.
"Well, I've been round the settlements. They seem to be qu�te
sens�ble �n there. I th�nk they w�ll f�rst send you a deputat�on."
But at that moment Madame Hennebeau's vo�ce called from the f�rst
story:
"Is that you, Paul? Come up, then, and tell me the news. How queer
they are to make such a fuss, these people who are so happy!"
And the manager had to renounce further �nformat�on, s�nce h�s w�fe
had taken h�s messenger. He returned and sat before h�s desk, on
wh�ch a new packet of d�spatches was placed.
At eleven o'clock the Grégo�res arr�ved, and were aston�shed when
H�ppolyte, the footman, who was placed as sent�nel, hustled them �n
after an anx�ous glance at the two ends of the road. The draw�ng-
room curta�ns were drawn, and they were taken at once �nto the
study, where M. Hennebeau apolog�zed for the�r recept�on; but the
draw�ng-room looked over the street and �t was undes�rable to seem
to offer provocat�ons.
"What! you don't know?" he went on, see�ng the�r surpr�se.



M. Grégo�re, when he heard that the str�ke had at last broken out,
shrugged h�s shoulders �n h�s plac�d way. Bah! �t would be noth�ng,
the people were honest. W�th a movement of her ch�n, Madame
Grégo�re approved h�s conf�dence �n the everlast�ng res�gnat�on of
the coll�ers; wh�le Céc�le, who was very cheerful that day, feel�ng that
she looked well �n her capuch�n cloth costume, sm�led at the word
"str�ke," wh�ch rem�nded her of v�s�ts to the settlements and the
d�str�but�on of char�t�es.
Madame Hennebeau now appeared �n black s�lk, followed by Négrel.
"Ah! �sn't �t annoy�ng!" she sa�d, at the door. "As �f they couldn't wa�t,
those men! You know that Paul refuses to take us to Sa�nt-Thomas."
"We can stay here," sa�d M. Grégo�re, obl�g�ngly. "We shall be qu�te
pleased."
Paul had contented h�mself w�th formally salut�ng Céc�le and her
mother. Angry at th�s lack of demonstrat�veness, h�s aunt sent h�m
w�th a look to the young g�rl; and when she heard them laugh�ng
together she enveloped them �n a maternal glance.
M. Hennebeau, however, f�n�shed read�ng h�s d�spatches and
prepared a few repl�es. They talked near h�m; h�s w�fe expla�ned that
she had not done anyth�ng to th�s study, wh�ch, �n fact, reta�ned �ts
faded old red paper, �ts heavy mahogany furn�ture, �ts cardboard
f�les, scratched by use. Three-quarters of an hour passed and they
were about to seat themselves at table when the footman
announced M. Deneul�n. He entered �n an exc�ted way and bowed to
Madame Hennebeau.
"Ah! you here!" he sa�d, see�ng the Grégo�res.
And he qu�ckly spoke to the manager:
"It has come, then? I've just heard of �t through my eng�neer. W�th
me, all the men went down th�s morn�ng. But the th�ng may spread.
I'm not at all at ease. How �s �t w�th you?"
He had arr�ved on horseback, and h�s anx�ety betrayed �tself �n h�s
loud speech and abrupt gestures, wh�ch made h�m resemble a
ret�red cavalry off�cer.



M. Hennebeau was beg�nn�ng to �nform h�m regard�ng the prec�se
s�tuat�on, when H�ppolyte opened the d�n�ng-room door. Then he
�nterrupted h�mself to say:
"Lunch w�th us. I w�ll tell you more at dessert."
"Yes, as you please," repl�ed Deneul�n, so full of h�s thoughts that he
accepted w�thout ceremony.
He was, however, consc�ous of h�s �mpol�teness and turned towards
Madame Hennebeau w�th apolog�es. She was very charm�ng,
however. When she had had a seventh plate la�d she placed her
guests: Madame Grégo�re and Céc�le by her husband, then M.
Grégo�re and Deneul�n at her own r�ght and left; then Paul, whom
she put between the young g�rl and her father. As they attacked the
hors-d'œuvre she sa�d, w�th a sm�le:
"You must excuse me; I wanted to g�ve you oysters. On Monday, you
know, there was an arr�val of Ostend oysters at March�ennes, and I
meant to send the cook w�th the carr�age. But she was afra�d of
be�ng stoned—"
They all �nterrupted her w�th a great burst of ga�ety. They thought the
story very funny.
"Hush!" sa�d M. Hennebeau, vexed, look�ng at the w�ndow, through
wh�ch the road could be seen. "We need not tell the whole country
that we have company th�s morn�ng."
"Well, here �s a sl�ce of sausage wh�ch they shan't have," M.
Grégo�re declared.
The laughter began aga�n, but w�th greater restra�nt. Each guest
made h�mself comfortable, �n th�s room upholstered w�th Flem�sh
tapestry and furn�shed w�th old oak chests. The s�lver shone beh�nd
the panes of the s�deboards; and there was a large hang�ng lamp of
red copper, whose pol�shed surfaces reflected a palm and an
asp�d�stra grow�ng �n majol�ca pots. Outs�de, the December day was
frozen by a keen north-east w�nd. But not a breath of �t entered; a
green-house warmth developed the del�cate odour of the p�neapple,
sl�ced �n a crystal bowl.



"Suppose we were to draw the curta�ns," proposed Négrel, who was
amused at the �dea of fr�ghten�ng the Grégo�res.
The housema�d, who was help�ng the footman, treated th�s as an
order and went and closed one of the curta�ns. Th�s led to
�nterm�nable jokes: not a glass or a plate could be put down w�thout
precaut�on; every d�sh was ha�led as a wa�f escaped from the p�llage
�n a conquered town; and beh�nd th�s forced ga�ety there was a
certa�n fear wh�ch betrayed �tself �n �nvoluntary glances towards the
road, as though a band of starvel�ngs were watch�ng the table from
outs�de.
After the scrambled eggs w�th truffles, trout came on. The
conversat�on then turned to the �ndustr�al cr�s�s, wh�ch had become
aggravated dur�ng the last e�ghteen months.
"It was �nev�table," sa�d Deneul�n, "the excess�ve prosper�ty of recent
years was bound to br�ng us to �t. Th�nk of the enormous cap�tal
wh�ch has been sunk, the ra�lways, harbours, and canals, all the
money bur�ed �n the maddest speculat�ons. Among us alone sugar
works have been set up as �f the department could furn�sh three
beetroot harvests. Good heavens! and to-day money �s scarce, and
we have to wa�t to catch up the �nterest of the expended m�ll�ons; so
there �s a mortal congest�on and a f�nal stagnat�on of bus�ness."
M. Hennebeau d�sputed th�s theory, but he agreed that the fortunate
years had spo�lt the men.
"When I th�nk," he excla�med, "that these chaps �n our p�ts used to
ga�n s�x francs a day, double what they ga�n now! And they l�ved
well, too, and acqu�red luxur�ous tastes. To-day, naturally, �t seems
hard to them to go back to the�r old frugal�ty."
"Mons�eur Grégo�re," �nterrupted Madame Hennebeau, "let me
persuade you, a l�ttle more trout. They are del�c�ous, are they not?"
The manager went on:
"But, as a matter of fact, �s �t our fault? We, too, are cruelly struck.
S�nce the factor�es have closed, one by one, we have had a deuce of
a d�ff�culty �n gett�ng r�d of our stock; and �n face of the grow�ng



reduct�on �n demand we have been forced to lower our net pr�ces. It
�s just th�s that the men won't understand."
There was s�lence. The footman presented roast partr�dge, wh�le the
housema�d began to pour out Chambert�n for the guests.
"There has been a fam�ne �n Ind�a," sa�d Deneul�n �n a low vo�ce, as
though he were speak�ng to h�mself. "Amer�ca, by ceas�ng to order
�ron, has struck a heavy blow at our furnaces. Everyth�ng holds
together; a d�stant shock �s enough to d�sturb the world. And the
emp�re, wh�ch was so proud of th�s hot fever of �ndustry!"
He attacked h�s partr�dge w�ng. Then, ra�s�ng h�s vo�ce:
"The worst �s that to lower the net pr�ces we ought log�cally to
produce more; otherw�se the reduct�on bears on wages, and the
worker �s r�ght �n say�ng that he has to pay the damage."
Th�s confess�on, the outcome of h�s frankness, ra�sed a d�scuss�on.
The lad�es were not at all �nterested. Bes�des, all were occup�ed w�th
the�r plates, �n the f�rst zest of appet�te. When the footman came
back, he seemed about to speak, then he hes�tated.
"What �s �t?" asked M. Hennebeau. "If there are letters, g�ve them to
me. I am expect�ng repl�es."
"No, s�r. It �s Mons�eur Dansaert, who �s �n the hall. But he doesn't
w�sh to d�sturb you."
The manager excused h�mself, and had the head capta�n brought �n.
The latter stood upr�ght, a few paces from the table, wh�le all turned
to look at h�m, huge, out of breath w�th the news he was br�ng�ng.
The settlements were qu�et; only �t had now been dec�ded to send a
deputat�on. It would, perhaps, be there �n a few m�nutes.
"Very well; thank you," sa�d M. Hennebeau. "I want a report morn�ng
and even�ng, you understand."
And as soon as Dansaert had gone, they began to joke aga�n, and
hastened to attack the Russ�an salad, declar�ng that not a moment
was to be lost �f they w�shed to f�n�sh �t. The m�rth was unbounded
when Négrel, hav�ng asked the housema�d for bread, she repl�ed,



"Yes, s�r," �n a vo�ce as low and terr�f�ed as �f she had beh�nd her a
troop ready for murder and rape.
"You may speak," sa�d Madame Hennebeau complacently. "They are
not here yet."
The manager, who now rece�ved a packet of letters and d�spatches,
w�shed to read one of h�s letters aloud. It was from P�erron, who, �n
respectful phrases, gave not�ce that he was obl�ged to go out on
str�ke w�th h�s comrades, �n order to avo�d �ll-treatment; and he
added that he had not even been able to avo�d tak�ng part �n the
deputat�on, although he blamed that step.
"So much for l�berty of work!" excla�med M. Hennebeau.
Then they returned to the str�ke, and asked h�m h�s op�n�on.
"Oh!" he repl�ed, "we have had them before. It w�ll be a week, or, at
most, a fortn�ght, of �dleness, as �t was last t�me. They w�ll go and
wallow �n the publ�c-houses, and then, when they are hungry, they
w�ll go back to the p�ts."
Deneul�n shook h�s head:
"I'm not so sat�sf�ed; th�s t�me they appear to be better organ�zed.
Have they not a Prov�dent Fund?"
"Yes, scarcely three thousand francs. What do you th�nk they can do
w�th that? I suspect a man called Ét�enne Lant�er of be�ng the�r
leader. He �s a good workman; �t would vex me to have to g�ve h�m
h�s cert�f�cate back, as we d�d of old to the famous Rasseneur, who
st�ll po�sons the Voreux w�th h�s �deas and h�s beer. No matter, �n a
week half the men w�ll have gone down, and �n a fortn�ght the ten
thousand w�ll be below."
He was conv�nced. H�s only anx�ety was concern�ng h�s own poss�ble
d�sgrace should the d�rectors put the respons�b�l�ty of the str�ke on
h�m. For some t�me he had felt that he was d�m�n�sh�ng �n favour. So
leav�ng the spoonful of Russ�an salad wh�ch he had taken, he read
over aga�n the d�spatches rece�ved from Par�s, endeavour�ng to
penetrate every word. H�s guests excused h�m; the meal was



becom�ng a m�l�tary lunch, eaten on the f�eld of battle before the f�rst
shots were f�red.
The lad�es then jo�ned �n the conversat�on. Madame Grégo�re
expressed p�ty for the poor people who would suffer from hunger;
and Céc�le was already mak�ng plans for d�str�but�ng g�fts of bread
and meat. But Madame Hennebeau was aston�shed at hear�ng of the
wretchedness of the Montsou coll�ers. Were they not very fortunate?
People who were lodged and warmed and cared for at the expense
of the Company! In her �nd�fference for the herd, she only knew the
lessons she had learnt, and w�th wh�ch she had surpr�sed the
Par�s�ans who came on a v�s�t. She bel�eved them at last, and was
�nd�gnant at the �ngrat�tude of the people.
Négrel, meanwh�le, cont�nued to fr�ghten M. Grégo�re. Céc�le d�d not
d�splease h�m, and he was qu�te w�ll�ng to marry her to be agreeable
to h�s aunt, but he showed no amorous fever; l�ke a youth of
exper�ence, who, he sa�d, was not eas�ly carr�ed away now. He
professed to be a Republ�can, wh�ch d�d not prevent h�m from
treat�ng h�s men w�th extreme sever�ty, or from mak�ng fun of them �n
the company of the lad�es.
"Nor have I my uncle's opt�m�sm, e�ther," he cont�nued. "I fear there
w�ll be ser�ous d�sturbances. So I should adv�se you, Mons�eur
Grégo�re, to lock up P�ola�ne. They may p�llage you."
Just then, st�ll reta�n�ng the sm�le wh�ch �llum�nated h�s good-natured
face, M. Grégo�re was go�ng beyond h�s w�fe �n paternal sent�ments
w�th regard to the m�ners.
"P�llage me!" he cr�ed, stupef�ed. "And why p�llage me?"
"Are you not a shareholder �n Montsou! You do noth�ng; you l�ve on
the work of others. In fact you are an �nfamous cap�tal�st, and that �s
enough. You may be sure that �f the revolut�on tr�umphs, �t w�ll force
you to restore your fortune as stolen money."
At once he lost h�s ch�ld-l�ke tranqu�ll�ty, h�s serene unconsc�ousness.
He stammered:
"Stolen money, my fortune! D�d not my great-grandfather ga�n, and
hardly, too, the sum or�g�nally �nvested? Have we not run all the r�sks



of the enterpr�se, and do I today make a bad use of my �ncome?"
Madame Hennebeau, alarmed at see�ng the mother and daughter
also wh�te w�th fear, hastened to �ntervene, say�ng:
"Paul �s jok�ng, my dear s�r."
But M. Grégo�re was carr�ed out of h�mself. As the servant was
pass�ng round the crayf�sh he took three of them w�thout know�ng
what he was do�ng and began to break the�r claws w�th h�s teeth.
"Ah! I don't say but what there are shareholders who abuse the�r
pos�t�on. For �nstance, I have been told that m�n�sters have rece�ved
shares �n Montsou for serv�ces rendered to the Company. It �s l�ke a
nobleman whom I w�ll not name, a duke, the b�ggest of our
shareholders, whose l�fe �s a scandal of prod�gal�ty, m�ll�ons thrown
�nto the street on women, feast�ng, and useless luxury. But we who
l�ve qu�etly, l�ke good c�t�zens as we are, who do not speculate, who
are content to l�ve wholesomely on what we have, g�v�ng a part to the
poor: Come, now! your men must be mere br�gands �f they came and
stole a p�n from us!"
Négrel h�mself had to calm h�m, though amused at h�s anger. The
crayf�sh were st�ll go�ng round; the l�ttle crackl�ng sound of the�r
carapaces could be heard, wh�le the conversat�on turned to pol�t�cs,
M. Grégo�re, �n sp�te of everyth�ng and though st�ll trembl�ng, called
h�mself a L�beral and regretted Lou�s Ph�l�ppe. As for Deneul�n, he
was for a strong Government; he declared that the Emperor was
gl�d�ng down the slope of dangerous concess�ons.
"Remember '89," he sa�d. "It was the nob�l�ty who made the
Revolut�on poss�ble, by the�r compl�c�ty and taste for ph�losoph�c
novelt�es. Very well! the m�ddle class to-day are play�ng the same
s�lly game w�th the�r fur�ous L�beral�sm, the�r rage for destruct�on,
the�r flattery of the people. Yes, yes, you are sharpen�ng the teeth of
the monster that w�ll devour us. It w�ll devour us, rest assured!"
The lad�es bade h�m be s�lent, and tr�ed to change the conversat�on
by ask�ng h�m news of h�s daughters. Luc�e was at March�ennes,
where she was s�ng�ng w�th a fr�end; Jeanne was pa�nt�ng an old
beggar's head. But he sa�d these th�ngs �n a d�stracted way; he



constantly looked at the manager, who was absorbed �n the read�ng
of h�s d�spatches and forgetful of h�s guests. Beh�nd those th�n
leaves he felt Par�s and the d�rectors' orders, wh�ch would dec�de the
str�ke. At last he could not help y�eld�ng to h�s preoccupat�on.
"Well, what are you go�ng to do?" he asked suddenly.
M. Hennebeau started; then turned off the quest�on w�th a vague
phrase.
"We shall see."
"No doubt you are sol�dly placed, you can wa�t," Deneul�n began to
th�nk aloud. "But as for me, I shall be done for �f the str�ke reaches
Vandame. I shall have re�nstalled Jean-Bart �n va�n; w�th a s�ngle p�t,
I can only get along by constant product�on. Ah! I am not �n a very
pleasant s�tuat�on, I can assure you!"
Th�s �nvoluntary confess�on seemed to str�ke M. Hennebeau. He
l�stened and a plan formed w�th�n h�m: �n case the str�ke turned out
badly, why not ut�l�ze �t by lett�ng th�ngs run down unt�l h�s ne�ghbour
was ru�ned, and then buy up h�s concess�on at a low pr�ce? That
would be the surest way of rega�n�ng the good graces of the
d�rectors, who for years had dreamed of possess�ng Vandame.
"If Jean-Bart bothers you as much as that," sa�d he, laugh�ng, "why
don't you g�ve �t up to us?"
But Deneul�n was already regrett�ng h�s compla�nts. He excla�med:
"Never, never!"
They were amused at h�s v�gour and had already forgotten the str�ke
by the t�me the dessert appeared. An apple-charlotte mer�ngue was
overwhelmed w�th pra�se. Afterwards the lad�es d�scussed a rec�pe
w�th respect to the p�neapple wh�ch was declared equally exqu�s�te.
The grapes and pears completed the�r happy abandonment at the
end of th�s cop�ous lunch. All talked exc�tedly at the same t�me, wh�le
the servant poured out Rh�ne w�ne �n place of champagne wh�ch was
looked upon as commonplace.
And the marr�age of Paul and Céc�le certa�nly made a forward step �n
the sympathy produced by the dessert. H�s aunt had thrown such



urgent looks �n h�s d�rect�on, that the young man showed h�mself
very am�able, and �n h�s wheedl�ng way reconquered the Grégo�res,
who had been cast down by h�s stor�es of p�llage. For a moment M.
Hennebeau, see�ng the close understand�ng between h�s w�fe and
h�s nephew, felt that abom�nable susp�c�on aga�n rev�ve, as �f �n th�s
exchange of looks he had surpr�sed a phys�cal contact. But aga�n the
�dea of the marr�age, made here before h�s face, reassured h�m.
H�ppolyte was serv�ng the coffee when the housema�d entered �n a
fr�ght.
"S�r, s�r, they are here!"
It was the delegates. Doors banged; a breath of terror was pass�ng
through the ne�ghbour�ng rooms.
Around the table the guests were look�ng at one another w�th uneasy
�ndec�s�on. There was s�lence. Then they tr�ed to resume the�r jokes:
they pretended to put the rest of the sugar �n the�r pockets, and
talked of h�d�ng the plate. But the manager rema�ned grave; and the
laughter fell and the�r vo�ces sank to a wh�sper, wh�le the heavy feet
of the delegates who were be�ng shown �n tramped over the carpet
of the next room.
Madame Hennebeau sa�d to her husband, lower�ng her vo�ce:
"I hope you w�ll dr�nk your coffee."
"Certa�nly," he repl�ed. "Let them wa�t."
He was nervous, l�sten�ng to every sound, though apparently
occup�ed w�th h�s cup.
Paul and Céc�le got up, and he made her venture an eye to the
keyhole. They were st�fl�ng the�r laughter and talk�ng �n a low vo�ce.
"Do you see them?"
"Yes, I see a b�g man and two small ones beh�nd."
"Haven't they ugly faces?"
"Not at all; they are very n�ce."



Suddenly M. Hennebeau left h�s cha�r, say�ng the coffee was too hot
and he would dr�nk �t afterwards. As he went out he put a f�nger to
h�s l�ps to recommend prudence. They all sat down aga�n and
rema�ned at table �n s�lence, no longer dar�ng to move, l�sten�ng from
afar w�th �ntent ears jarred by these coarse male vo�ces.

CHAPTER II

The prev�ous day, at a meet�ng held at Rasseneur's, Ét�enne and
some comrades had chosen the delegates who were to proceed on
the follow�ng day to the manager's house. When, �n the even�ng,
Maheude learnt that her man was one of them, she was �n despa�r,
and asked h�m �f he wanted them to be thrown on the street. Maheu
h�mself had agreed w�th reluctance. Both of them, when the moment
of act�on came, �n sp�te of the �njust�ce of the�r wretchedness fell
back on the res�gnat�on of the�r race, trembl�ng before the morrow,
preferr�ng st�ll to bend the�r backs to the yoke. In the management of
affa�rs he usually gave way to h�s w�fe, whose adv�ce was sound.
Th�s t�me, however, he grew angry at last, all the more so s�nce he
secretly shared her fears.
"Just leave me alone, w�ll you?" he sa�d, go�ng to bed and turn�ng h�s
back. "A f�ne th�ng to leave the mates now! I'm do�ng my duty."
She went to bed �n her turn. Ne�ther of them spoke. Then, after a
long s�lence, she repl�ed:
"You're r�ght; go. Only, poor old man, we are done for."
M�dday struck wh�le they were at lunch, for the rendezvous was at
one o'clock at the Avantage, from wh�ch they were to go together to
M. Hennebeau's. They were eat�ng potatoes. As there was only a
small morsel of butter left, no one touched �t. They would have bread
and butter �n the even�ng.
"You know that we reckon on you to speak," sa�d Ét�enne suddenly
to Maheu.



The latter was so overcome that he was s�lent from emot�on.
"No, no! that's too much," cr�ed Maheude. "I'm qu�te w�ll�ng he should
go there, but I don't allow h�m to go at the head. Why h�m, more than
any one else?"
Then Ét�enne, w�th h�s f�ery eloquence, began to expla�n. Maheu was
the best worker �n the p�t, the most l�ked, and the most respected;
whose good sense was always spoken of. In h�s mouth the m�ners'
cla�ms would carry dec�s�ve we�ght. At f�rst Ét�enne had arranged to
speak, but he had been at Montsou for too short a t�me. One who
belonged to the country would be better l�stened to. In fact, the
comrades were conf�d�ng the�r �nterests to the most worthy; he could
not refuse, �t would be cowardly.
Maheude made a gesture of despa�r.
"Go, go, my man; go and be k�lled for the others. I'm w�ll�ng, after all!"
"But I could never do �t," stammered Maheu. "I should say someth�ng
stup�d."
Ét�enne, glad to have persuaded h�m, struck h�m on the shoulder.
"Say what you feel, and you won't go wrong."
Father Bonnemort, whose legs were now less swollen, was l�sten�ng
w�th h�s mouth full, shak�ng h�s head. There was s�lence. When
potatoes were be�ng eaten, the ch�ldren were subdued and behaved
well. Then, hav�ng swallowed h�s mouthful, the old man muttered
slowly:
"You can say what you l�ke, and �t w�ll be all the same as �f you sa�d
noth�ng. Ah! I've seen these affa�rs, I've seen them! Forty years ago
they drove us out of the manager's house, and w�th sabres too! Now
they may rece�ve you, perhaps, but they won't answer you any more
than that wall. Lord! they have money, why should they care?"
There was s�lence aga�n; Maheu and Ét�enne rose, and left the
fam�ly �n gloom before the empty plates. On go�ng out they called for
P�erron and Levaque, and then all four went to Rasseneur's, where
the delegates from the ne�ghbour�ng settlements were arr�v�ng �n l�ttle
groups. When the twenty members of the deputat�on had assembled



there, they settled on the terms to be opposed to the Company's,
and then set out for Montsou. The keen north-east w�nd was
sweep�ng the street. As they arr�ved, �t struck two.
At f�rst the servant told them to wa�t, and shut the door on them;
then, when he came back, he �ntroduced them �nto the draw�ng-
room, and opened the curta�ns. A soft dayl�ght entered, s�fted
through the lace. And the m�ners, when left alone, �n the�r
embarrassment d�d not dare to s�t; all of them very clean, dressed �n
cloth, shaven that morn�ng, w�th the�r yellow ha�r and moustaches.
They tw�sted the�r caps between the�r f�ngers, and looked s�deways
at the furn�ture, wh�ch was �n every var�ety of style, as a result of the
taste for the old-fash�oned: Henry II easy-cha�rs, Lou�s XV cha�rs, an
Ital�an cab�net of the seventeenth century, a Span�sh contador of the
f�fteenth century, w�th an altar-front serv�ng as a ch�mney-p�ece, and
anc�ent chasuble tr�mm�ng reappl�ed to the curta�ns. Th�s old gold
and these old s�lks, w�th the�r tawny tones, all th�s luxur�ous church
furn�ture, had overwhelmed them w�th respectful d�scomfort. The
eastern carpets w�th the�r long wool seemed to b�nd the�r feet. But
what espec�ally suffocated them was the heat, heat l�ke that of a hot-
a�r stove, wh�ch surpr�sed them as they felt �t w�th cheeks frozen from
the w�nd of the road. F�ve m�nutes passed by and the�r awkwardness
�ncreased �n the comfort of th�s r�ch room, so pleasantly warm. At last
M. Hennebeau entered, buttoned up �n a m�l�tary manner and
wear�ng on h�s frock-coat the correct l�ttle bow of h�s decorat�on. He
spoke f�rst.
"Ah! here you are! You are �n rebell�on, �t seems."
He �nterrupted h�mself to add w�th pol�te st�ffness:
"S�t down, I des�re noth�ng better than to talk th�ngs over."
The m�ners turned round look�ng for seats. A few of them ventured to
place themselves on cha�rs, wh�le the others, d�sturbed by the
embro�dered s�lks, preferred to rema�n stand�ng.
There was a per�od of s�lence. M. Hennebeau, who had drawn h�s
easy-cha�r up to the f�replace, was rap�dly look�ng them over and
endeavour�ng to recall the�r faces. He had recogn�zed P�erron, who



was h�dden �n the last row, and h�s eyes rested on Ét�enne who was
seated �n front of h�m.
"Well," he asked, "what have you to say to me?"
He had expected to hear the young man speak and he was so
surpr�sed to see Maheu come forward that he could not avo�d
add�ng:
"What! you, a good workman who have always been so sens�ble,
one of the old Montsou people whose fam�ly has worked �n the m�ne
s�nce the f�rst stroke of the axe! Ah! �t's a p�ty, I'm sorry that you are
at the head of the d�scontented."
Maheu l�stened w�th h�s eyes down. Then he began, at f�rst �n a low
and hes�tat�ng vo�ce.
"It �s just because I am a qu�et man, s�r, whom no one has anyth�ng
aga�nst, that my mates have chosen me. That ought to show you
that �t �sn't just a rebell�on of blusterers, badly-d�sposed men who
want to create d�sorder. We only want just�ce, we are t�red of
starv�ng, and �t seems to us that the t�me has come when th�ngs
ought to be arranged so that we can at least have bread every day."
H�s vo�ce grew stronger. He l�fted h�s eyes and went on, wh�le
look�ng at the manager.
"You know qu�te well that we cannot agree to your new system. They
accuse us of bad t�mber�ng. It's true we don't g�ve the necessary t�me
to the work. But �f we gave �t, our day's work would be st�ll smaller,
and as �t doesn't g�ve us enough food at present, that would mean
the end of everyth�ng, the sweep of the clout that would w�pe off all
your men. Pay us more and we w�ll t�mber better, we w�ll g�ve the
necessary hours to the t�mber�ng �nstead of putt�ng all our strength
�nto the p�ck�ng, wh�ch �s the only work that pays. There's no other
arrangement poss�ble; �f the work �s to be done �t must be pa�d for.
And what have you �nvented �nstead? A th�ng wh�ch we can't get �nto
our heads, don't you see? You lower the pr�ce of the tram and then
you pretend to make up for �t by pay�ng for all t�mber�ng separately. If
that was true we should be robbed all the same, for the t�mber�ng
would st�ll take us more t�me. But what makes us mad �s that �t �sn't



even true; the Company compensates for noth�ng at all, �t s�mply
puts two cent�mes a tram �nto �ts pocket, that's all."
"Yes, yes, that's �t," murmured the other deput�es, not�c�ng M.
Hennebeau make a v�olent movement as �f to �nterrupt.
But Maheu cut the manager short. Now that he had set out h�s words
came by themselves. At t�mes he l�stened to h�mself w�th surpr�se as
though a stranger were speak�ng w�th�n h�m. It was the th�ngs
amassed w�th�n h�s breast, th�ngs he d�d not even know were there,
and wh�ch came out �n an expans�on of h�s heart. He descr�bed the
wretchedness that was common to all of them, the hard to�l, the
brutal l�fe, the w�fe and l�ttle ones cry�ng from hunger �n the house.
He quoted the recent d�sastrous payments, the absurd fortn�ghtly
wages, eaten up by f�nes and rest days and brought back to the�r
fam�l�es �n tears. Was �t resolved to destroy them?
"Then, s�r," he concluded, "we have come to tell you that �f we've got
to starve we would rather starve do�ng noth�ng. It w�ll be a l�ttle less
trouble. We have left the p�ts and we don't go down aga�n unless the
Company agrees to our terms. The Company wants to lower the
pr�ce of the tram and to pay for the t�mber�ng separately. We ask for
th�ngs to be left as they were, and we also ask for f�ve cent�mes
more the tram. Now �t �s for you to see �f you are on the s�de of
just�ce and work."
Vo�ces rose among the m�ners.
"That's �t—he has sa�d what we all feel—we only ask what's reason."
Others, w�thout speak�ng, showed the�r approval by nodd�ng the�r
heads. The luxur�ous room had d�sappeared, w�th �ts gold and �ts
embro�der�es, �ts myster�ous p�l�ng up of anc�ent th�ngs; and they no
longer even felt the carpet wh�ch they crushed beneath the�r heavy
boots.
"Let me reply, then," at last excla�med M. Hennebeau, who was
grow�ng angry. "F�rst of all, �t �s not true that the Company ga�ns two
cent�mes the tram. Let us look at the f�gures."
A confused d�scuss�on followed. The manager, try�ng to d�v�de them,
appealed to P�erron, who h�d h�mself, stammer�ng. Levaque, on the



contrary, was at the head of the more aggress�ve, muddl�ng up
th�ngs and aff�rm�ng facts of wh�ch he was �gnorant. The loud
murmurs of the�r vo�ces were st�fled beneath the hang�ngs �n the hot-
house atmosphere.
"If you all talk at the same t�me," sa�d M. Hennebeau, "we shall never
come to an understand�ng."
He had rega�ned h�s calmness, the rough pol�teness, w�thout
b�tterness, of an agent who has rece�ved h�s �nstruct�ons, and means
that they shall be respected. From the f�rst word he never took h�s
eye off Ét�enne, and manœuvred to draw the young man out of h�s
obst�nate s�lence. Leav�ng the d�scuss�on about the two cent�mes, he
suddenly enlarged the quest�on.
"No, acknowledge the truth: you are y�eld�ng to abom�nable
�nc�tat�ons. It �s a plague wh�ch �s now blow�ng over the workers
everywhere, and corrupt�ng the best. Oh! I have no need for any one
to confess. I can see well that you have been changed, you who
used to be so qu�et. Is �t not so? You have been prom�sed more
butter than bread, and you have been told that now your turn has
come to be masters. In fact, you have been enrolled �n that famous
Internat�onal, that army of br�gands who dream of destroy�ng
soc�ety."
Then Ét�enne �nterrupted h�m.
"You are m�staken, s�r. Not a s�ngle Montsou coll�er has yet enrolled.
But �f they are dr�ven to �t, all the p�ts w�ll enroll themselves. That
depends on the Company."
From that moment the struggle went on between M. Hennebeau and
Ét�enne as though the other m�ners were no longer there.
"The Company �s a Prov�dence for the men, and you are wrong to
threaten �t. Th�s year �t has spent three hundred thousand francs �n
bu�ld�ng settlements wh�ch only return two per cent, and I say
noth�ng of the pens�ons wh�ch �t pays, nor of the coals and med�c�nes
wh�ch �t g�ves. You who seem to be �ntell�gent, and who have
become �n a few months one of our most sk�lful workmen, would �t
not be better �f you were to spread these truths, rather than ru�n



yourself by assoc�at�ng w�th people of bad reputat�on? Yes, I mean
Rasseneur, whom we had to turn off �n order to save our p�ts from
soc�al�st�c corrupt�on. You are constantly seen w�th h�m, and �t �s
certa�nly he who has �nduced you to form th�s Prov�dent Fund, wh�ch
we would w�ll�ngly tolerate �f �t were merely a means of sav�ng, but
wh�ch we feel to be a weapon turned aga�nst us, a reserve fund to
pay the expenses of the war. And �n th�s connect�on I ought to add
that the Company means to control that fund."
Ét�enne allowed h�m to cont�nue, f�x�ng h�s eyes on h�m, wh�le a sl�ght
nervous qu�ver moved h�s l�ps. He sm�led at the last remark, and
s�mply repl�ed:
"Then that �s a new demand, for unt�l now, s�r, you have neglected to
cla�m that control. Unfortunately, we w�sh the Company to occupy
�tself less w�th us, and �nstead of play�ng the part of Prov�dence to be
merely just w�th us, g�v�ng us our due, the prof�ts wh�ch �t
appropr�ates. Is �t honest, whenever a cr�s�s comes, to leave the
workers to d�e w�th hunger �n order to save the shareholders'
d�v�dends? Whatever you may say, s�r, the new system �s a
d�sgu�sed reduct�on of wages, and that �s what we are rebell�ng
aga�nst, for �f the Company wants to econom�ze �t acts very badly by
only econom�z�ng on the men."
"Ah! there we are!" cr�ed M. Hennebeau. "I was expect�ng that—the
accusat�on of starv�ng the people and l�v�ng by the�r sweat. How can
you talk such folly, you who ought to know the enormous r�sks wh�ch
cap�tal runs �n �ndustry—�n the m�nes, for example? A well-equ�pped
p�t today costs from f�fteen hundred thousand francs to two m�ll�ons;
and �t �s d�ff�cult enough to get a moderate �nterest on the vast sum
that �s thus swallowed. Nearly half the m�n�ng compan�es �n France
are bankrupt. Bes�des, �t �s stup�d to accuse those who succeed of
cruelty. When the�r workers suffer, they suffer themselves. Can you
bel�eve that the Company has not as much to lose as you have �n
the present cr�s�s? It does not govern wages; �t obeys compet�t�on
under pa�n of ru�n. Blame the facts, not the Company. But you don't
w�sh to hear, you don't w�sh to understand."



"Yes," sa�d the young man, "we understand very well that our lot w�ll
never be bettered as long as th�ngs go on as they are go�ng; and that
�s the reason why some day or another the workers w�ll end by
arrang�ng that th�ngs shall go d�fferently."
Th�s sentence, so moderate �n form, was pronounced �n a low vo�ce,
but w�th such conv�ct�on, tremulous �n �ts menace, that a deep
s�lence followed. A certa�n constra�nt, a breath of fear passed
through the pol�te draw�ng-room. The other delegates, though
scarcely understand�ng, felt that the�r comrade had been demand�ng
the�r share of th�s comfort; and they began to cast s�delong looks
over the warm hang�ngs, the comfortable seats, all th�s luxury of
wh�ch the least kn�ck-knack would have bought them soup for a
month.
At last M. Hennebeau, who had rema�ned thoughtful, rose as a s�gn
for them to depart. All �m�tated h�m. Ét�enne had l�ghtly pushed
Maheu's elbow, and the latter, h�s tongue once more th�ck and
awkward, aga�n spoke.
"Then, s�r, that �s all that you reply? We must tell the others that you
reject our terms."
"I, my good fellow!" excla�med the manager, "I reject noth�ng. I am
pa�d just as you are. I have no more power �n the matter than the
smallest of your trammers. I rece�ve my orders, and my only duty �s
to see that they are executed. I have told you what I thought I ought
to tell you, but �t �s not for me to dec�de. You have brought me your
demands. I w�ll make them known to the d�rectors, then I w�ll tell you
the�r reply."
He spoke w�th the correct a�r of a h�gh off�c�al avo�d�ng any
pass�onate �nterest �n the matter, w�th the courteous dryness of a
s�mple �nstrument of author�ty. And the m�ners now looked at h�m
w�th d�strust, ask�ng themselves what �nterest he m�ght have �n ly�ng,
and what he would get by thus putt�ng h�mself between them and the
real masters. A schemer, perhaps, th�s man who was pa�d l�ke a
worker, and who l�ved so well!
Ét�enne ventured to �ntervene aga�n.



"You see, s�r, how unfortunate �t �s that we cannot plead our cause �n
person. We could expla�n many th�ngs, and br�ng forward many
reasons of wh�ch you could know noth�ng, �f we only knew where we
ought to go."
M. Hennebeau was not at all angry. He even sm�led.
"Ah! �t gets compl�cated as soon as you have no conf�dence �n me;
you w�ll have to go over there."
The delegates had followed the vague gesture of h�s hand toward
one of the w�ndows. Where was �t, over there? Par�s, no doubt. But
they d�d not know exactly; �t seemed to fall back �nto a terr�ble
d�stance, �n an �naccess�ble rel�g�ous country, where an unknown
god sat on h�s throne, crouch�ng down at the far end of h�s
tabernacle. They would never see h�m; they only felt h�m as a force
far off, wh�ch we�ghed on the ten thousand coll�ers of Montsou. And
when the d�rector spoke he had that h�dden force beh�nd h�m
del�ver�ng oracles.
They were overwhelmed w�th d�scouragement; Ét�enne h�mself
s�gn�f�ed by a shrug of the shoulders that �t would be best to go; wh�le
M. Hennebeau touched Maheu's arm �n a fr�endly way and asked
after Jeanl�n.
"That �s a severe lesson now, and �t �s you who defend bad
t�mber�ng. You must reflect, my fr�ends; you must real�ze that a str�ke
would be a d�saster for everybody. Before a week you would d�e of
hunger. What would you do? I count on your good sense, anyhow;
and I am conv�nced that you w�ll go down on Monday, at the latest."
They all left, go�ng out of the draw�ng-room w�th the tramp�ng of a
flock and rounded backs, w�thout reply�ng a word to th�s hope of
subm�ss�on. The manager, who accompan�ed them, was obl�ged to
cont�nue the conversat�on. The Company, on the one s�de, had �ts
new tar�ff; the workers, on the other, the�r demand for an �ncrease of
f�ve cent�mes the tram. In order that they m�ght have no �llus�ons, he
felt he ought to warn them that the�r terms would certa�nly be
rejected by the d�rectors.



"Reflect before comm�tt�ng any foll�es," he repeated, d�sturbed at
the�r s�lence.
In the porch P�erron bowed very low, wh�le Levaque pretended to
adjust h�s cap. Maheu was try�ng to f�nd someth�ng to say before
leav�ng, when Ét�enne aga�n touched h�s elbow. And they all left �n
the m�dst of th�s threaten�ng s�lence. The door closed w�th a loud
bang.
When M. Hennebeau re-entered the d�n�ng-room he found h�s guests
mot�onless and s�lent before the l�queurs. In two words he told h�s
story to Deneul�n, whose face grew st�ll more gloomy. Then, as he
drank h�s cold coffee, they tr�ed to speak of other th�ngs. But the
Grégo�res themselves returned to the subject of the str�ke,
express�ng the�r aston�shment that no laws ex�sted to prevent
workmen from leav�ng the�r work. Paul reassured Céc�le, stat�ng that
they were expect�ng the pol�ce.
At last Madame Hennebeau called the servant:
"H�ppolyte, before we go �nto the draw�ng-room just open the
w�ndows and let �n a l�ttle a�r."

CHAPTER III

A fortn�ght had passed, and on the Monday of the th�rd week the l�sts
sent up to the managers showed a fresh decrease �n the number of
the m�ners who had gone down. It was expected that on that
morn�ng work would be resumed, but the obst�nacy of the d�rectors �n
not y�eld�ng exasperated the m�ners. The Voreux, Crévecœur, M�rou,
and Madele�ne were not the only p�ts rest�ng; at the V�cto�re and at
Feutry-Cantel only about a quarter of the men had gone down; even
Sa�nt-Thomas was affected. The str�ke was gradually becom�ng
general.
At the Voreux a heavy s�lence hung over the p�t-mouth. It was a dead
workshop, these great empty abandoned Yards where work was



sleep�ng. In the grey December sky, along the h�gh foot-br�dges
three or four empty trams bore w�tness to the mute sadness of
th�ngs. Underneath, between the slender posts of the platforms, the
stock of coal was d�m�n�sh�ng, leav�ng the earth bare and black; wh�le
the suppl�es of wood were moulder�ng beneath the ra�n. At the quay
on the canal a barge was moored, half-laden, ly�ng drows�ly �n the
murky water; and on the deserted p�t-bank, �n wh�ch the
decomposed sulphates smoked �n sp�te of the ra�n, a melancholy
cart showed �ts shafts erect. But the bu�ld�ngs espec�ally were
grow�ng torp�d, the screen�ng-shed w�th closed shutters, the steeple
�n wh�ch the rumbl�ng of the rece�v�ng-room no more arose, and the
mach�ne-room grown cold, and the g�ant ch�mney too large for the
occas�onal smoke. The w�nd�ng-eng�ne was only heated �n the
morn�ng. The grooms sent down fodder for the horses, and the
capta�ns worked alone at the bottom, hav�ng become labourers
aga�n, watch�ng over the damages that took place �n the passages
as soon as they ceased to be repa�red; then, after n�ne o'clock the
rest of the serv�ce was carr�ed on by the ladders. And above these
dead bu�ld�ngs, bur�ed �n the�r garment of black dust, there was only
heard the escapement of the pump�ng-eng�ne, breath�ng w�th �ts
th�ck, long breath all that was left of the l�fe of the p�t, wh�ch the water
would destroy �f that breath�ng should cease.
On the pla�n oppos�te, the settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante
seemed also to be dead. The prefect of L�lle had come �n haste and
the pol�ce had tramped all the roads; but �n face of the calmness of
the str�kers, prefect and pol�ce had dec�ded to go home aga�n. Never
had the settlement g�ven so splend�d an example �n the vast pla�n.
The men, to avo�d go�ng to the publ�c-house, slept all day long; the
women wh�le d�v�d�ng the coffee became reasonable, less anx�ous to
goss�p and quarrel; and even the troops of ch�ldren seemed to
understand �t all, and were so good that they ran about w�th naked
feet, smack�ng each other s�lently. The word of command had been
repeated and c�rculated from mouth to mouth; they w�shed to be
sens�ble.
There was, however, a cont�nuous com�ng and go�ng of people �n the
Maheus' house. Ét�enne, as secretary, had d�v�ded the three



thousand francs of the Prov�dent Fund among the needy fam�l�es;
afterwards from var�ous s�des several hundred francs had arr�ved,
y�elded by subscr�pt�ons and collect�ons. But now all the�r resources
were exhausted; the m�ners had no more money to keep up the
str�ke, and hunger was there, threaten�ng them. Ma�grat, after hav�ng
prom�sed cred�t for a fortn�ght, had suddenly altered h�s m�nd at the
end of a week and cut off prov�s�ons. He usually took h�s orders from
the Company; perhaps the latter w�shed to br�ng the matter to an end
by starv�ng the settlements. He acted bes�des l�ke a capr�c�ous
tyrant, g�v�ng or refus�ng bread accord�ng to the look of the g�rl who
was sent by her parents for prov�s�ons; and he espec�ally closed h�s
door sp�tefully to Maheude, w�sh�ng to pun�sh her because he had
not been able to get Cather�ne. To complete the�r m�sery �t was
freez�ng very hard, and the women watched the�r p�les of coal
d�m�n�sh, th�nk�ng anx�ously that they could no longer renew them at
the p�ts now that the men were not go�ng down. It was not enough to
d�e of hunger, they must also d�e of cold.
Among the Maheus everyth�ng was already runn�ng short. The
Levaques could st�ll eat on the strength of a twenty-franc p�ece lent
by Bouteloup. As to the P�errons, they always had money; but �n
order to appear as needy as the others, for fear of loans, they got
the�r suppl�es on cred�t from Ma�grat, who would have thrown h�s
shop at P�erronne �f she had held out her pett�coat to h�m. S�nce
Saturday many fam�l�es had gone to bed w�thout supper, and �n face
of the terr�ble days that were beg�nn�ng not a compla�nt was heard,
all obeyed the word of command w�th qu�et courage. There was an
absolute conf�dence �n sp�te of everyth�ng, a rel�g�ous fa�th, the bl�nd
g�ft of a populat�on of bel�evers. S�nce an era of just�ce had been
prom�sed to them they were w�ll�ng to suffer for the conquest of
un�versal happ�ness. Hunger exalted the�r heads; never had the low
hor�zon opened a larger beyond to these people �n the halluc�nat�on
of the�r m�sery. They saw aga�n over there, when the�r eyes were
d�mmed by weakness, the �deal c�ty of the�r dream, but now grow�ng
near and seem�ng to be real, w�th �ts populat�on of brothers, �ts
golden age of labour and meals �n common. Noth�ng overcame the�r
conv�ct�on that they were at last enter�ng �t. The fund was exhausted;
the Company would not y�eld; every day must aggravate the



s�tuat�on; and they preserved the�r hope and showed a sm�l�ng
contempt for facts. If the earth opened beneath them a m�racle would
save them. Th�s fa�th replaced bread and warmed the�r stomachs.
When the Maheus and the others had too qu�ckly d�gested the�r
soup, made w�th clear water, they thus rose �nto a state of sem�-
vert�go, that ecstasy of a better l�fe wh�ch has flung martyrs to the
w�ld beasts.



Ét�enne was henceforth the unquest�oned leader. In the even�ng
conversat�ons he gave forth oracles, �n the degree to wh�ch study
had ref�ned h�m and made h�m able to enter �nto d�ff�cult matters. He
spent the n�ghts read�ng, and rece�ved a large number of letters; he
even subscr�bed to the Vengeur, a Belg�an Soc�al�st paper, and th�s
journal, the f�rst to enter the settlement, ga�ned for h�m extraord�nary
cons�derat�on among h�s mates. H�s grow�ng popular�ty exc�ted h�m
more every day. To carry on an extens�ve correspondence, to
d�scuss the fate of the workers �n the four corners of the prov�nce, to
g�ve adv�ce to the Voreux m�ners, espec�ally to become a centre and
to feel the world roll�ng round h�m—cont�nually swelled the van�ty of
the former eng�ne-man, the p�keman w�th greasy black hands. He
was cl�mb�ng a ladder, he was enter�ng th�s execrated m�ddle class,
w�th a sat�sfact�on to h�s �ntell�gence and comfort wh�ch he d�d not
confess to h�mself. He had only one trouble, the consc�ousness of
h�s lack of educat�on, wh�ch made h�m embarrassed and t�m�d as
soon as he was �n the presence of a gentleman �n a frock-coat. If he
went on �nstruct�ng h�mself, devour�ng everyth�ng, the lack of method
would render ass�m�lat�on very slow, and would produce such
confus�on that at last he would know much more than he could
understand. So at certa�n hours of good sense he exper�enced a
restlessness w�th regard to h�s m�ss�on—a fear that he was not the
man for the task. Perhaps �t requ�red a lawyer, a learned man, able
to speak and act w�thout comprom�s�ng the mates? But an outcry
soon restored h�s assurance. No, no; no lawyers! They are all
rascals; they prof�t by the�r knowledge to fatten on the people. Let
th�ngs turn out how they w�ll, the workers must manage the�r own
affa�rs. And h�s dream of popular leadersh�p aga�n soothed h�m:
Montsou at h�s feet, Par�s �n the m�sty d�stance, who knows? The
elect�ons some day, the tr�bune �n a gorgeous hall, where he could
thunder aga�nst the m�ddle class �n the f�rst speech pronounced by a
workman �n a parl�ament.
Dur�ng the last few days Ét�enne had been perplexed. Pluchart wrote
letter after letter, offer�ng to come to Montsou to qu�cken the zeal of
the str�kers. It was a quest�on of organ�z�ng a pr�vate meet�ng over
wh�ch the mechan�c would pres�de; and beneath th�s plan lay the



�dea of explo�t�ng the str�ke, to ga�n over to the Internat�onal these
m�ners who so far had shown themselves susp�c�ous. Ét�enne feared
a d�sturbance, but he would, however, have allowed Pluchart to
come �f Rasseneur had not v�olently blamed th�s proceed�ng. In sp�te
of h�s power, the young man had to reckon w�th the �nnkeeper,
whose serv�ces were of older date, and who had fa�thful followers
among h�s cl�ents. So he st�ll hes�tated, not know�ng what to reply.
On th�s very Monday, towards four o'clock, a new letter came from
L�lle as Ét�enne was alone w�th Maheude �n the lower room. Maheu,
weary of �dleness, had gone f�sh�ng; �f he had the luck to catch a f�ne
f�sh under the slu�ce of the canal, they could sell �t to buy bread. Old
Bonnemort and l�ttle Jeanl�n had just gone off to try the�r legs, wh�ch
were now restored; wh�le the ch�ldren had departed w�th Alz�re, who
spent hours on the p�t-bank collect�ng c�nders. Seated near the
m�serable f�re, wh�ch they no longer dared to keep up, Maheude,
w�th her dress unbuttoned and one breast hang�ng out of her dress
and fall�ng to her belly, was suckl�ng Estelle.
When the young man had folded the letter, she quest�oned h�m:
"Is the news good? Are they go�ng to send us any money?"
He shook h�s head, and she went on:
"I don't know what we shall do th�s week. However, we'll hold on all
the same. When one has r�ght on one's s�de, don't you th�nk �t g�ves
you heart, and one ends always by be�ng the strongest?"
At the present t�me she was, to a reasonable extent, �n favour of the
str�ke. It would have been better to force the Company to be just
w�thout leav�ng off work. But s�nce they had left �t they ought not to
go back to �t w�thout obta�n�ng just�ce. On th�s po�nt she was
relentless. Better to d�e than to show oneself �n the wrong when one
was r�ght!
"Ah!" excla�med Ét�enne, "�f a f�ne old cholera was to break out, that
would free us of all these Company explo�ters."
"No, no," she repl�ed, "we must not w�sh any one dead. That wouldn't
help us at all; plenty more would spr�ng up. Now I only ask that they



should get sens�ble �deas, and I expect they w�ll, for there are worthy
people everywhere. You know I'm not at all for your pol�t�cs."
In fact she always blamed h�s v�olent language, and thought h�m
aggress�ve. It was good that they should want the�r work pa�d for at
what �t was worth, but why occupy oneself w�th such th�ngs as the
bourgeo�s and Government? Why m�x oneself up w�th other people's
affa�rs, when one would get noth�ng out of �t but hard knocks? And
she kept her esteem for h�m because he d�d not get drunk, and
regularly pa�d h�s forty-f�ve francs for board and lodg�ng. When a
man behaves well one can forg�ve h�m the rest.
Ét�enne then talked about the Republ�c, wh�ch would g�ve bread to
everybody. But Maheude shook her head, for she remembered
1848, an awful year, wh�ch had left them as bare as worms, her and
her man, �n the�r early housekeep�ng years. She forgot herself �n
descr�b�ng �ts horrors, �n a mournful vo�ce, her eyes lost �n space, her
breast open; wh�le her �nfant, Estelle, w�thout lett�ng �t go, had fallen
asleep on her knees. And Ét�enne, also absorbed �n thought, had h�s
eyes f�xed on th�s enormous breast, of wh�ch the soft wh�teness
contrasted w�th the muddy yellow�sh complex�on of her face.
"Not a farth�ng," she murmured, "noth�ng to put between one's teeth,
and all the p�ts stopped. Just the same destruct�on of poor people as
to-day."
But at that moment the door opened, and they rema�ned mute w�th
surpr�se before Cather�ne, who then came �n. S�nce her fl�ght w�th
Chaval she had not reappeared at the settlement. Her emot�on was
so great that, trembl�ng and s�lent, she forgot to shut the door. She
expected to f�nd her mother alone, and the s�ght of the young man
put out of her head the phrases she had prepared on the way.
"What on earth have you come here for?" cr�ed Maheude, w�thout
even mov�ng from her cha�r. "I don't want to have anyth�ng more to
do w�th you; get along."
Then Cather�ne tr�ed to f�nd words:
"Mother, �t's some coffee and sugar; yes, for the ch�ldren. I've been
th�nk�ng of them and done overt�me."



She drew out of her pockets a pound of coffee and a pound of sugar,
and took courage to place them on the table. The str�ke at the
Voreux troubled her wh�le she was work�ng at Jean-Bart, and she
had only been able to th�nk of th�s way of help�ng her parents a l�ttle,
under the pretext of car�ng for the l�ttle ones. But her good nature d�d
not d�sarm her mother, who repl�ed:
"Instead of br�ng�ng us sweets, you would have done better to stay
and earn bread for us."
She overwhelmed her w�th abuse, rel�ev�ng herself by throw�ng �n her
daughter's face all that she had been say�ng aga�nst her for the past
month. To go off w�th a man, to hang on to h�m at s�xteen, when the
fam�ly was �n want! Only the most degraded of unnatural ch�ldren
could do �t. One could forg�ve a folly, but a mother never forgot a tr�ck
l�ke that. There m�ght have been some excuse �f they had been str�ct
w�th her. Not at all; she was as free as a�r, and they only asked her to
come �n to sleep.
"Tell me, what have you got �n your sk�n, at your age?"
Cather�ne, stand�ng bes�de the table, l�stened w�th lowered head. A
qu�ver shook her th�n under-developed g�rl�sh body, and she tr�ed to
reply �n broken words:
"Oh! �f �t was only me, and the amusement that I get! It's h�m. What
he wants I'm obl�ged to want too, aren't I? because, you see, he's
the strongest. How can one tell how th�ngs are go�ng to turn out?
Anyhow �t's done and can't be undone; �t may as well be h�m as
another now. He'll have to marry me."
She defended herself w�thout a struggle, w�th the pass�ve res�gnat�on
of a g�rl who has subm�tted to the male at an early age. Was �t not
the common lot? She had never dreamed of anyth�ng else; v�olence
beh�nd the p�t-bank, a ch�ld at s�xteen, and then a wretched
household �f her lover marr�ed her. And she d�d not blush w�th
shame; she only qu�vered l�ke th�s at be�ng treated l�ke a slut before
th�s lad, whose presence oppressed her to despa�r.
Ét�enne had r�sen, however, and was pretend�ng to st�r up the nearly
ext�nct f�re �n order not to �nterrupt the explanat�on. But the�r looks



met; he found her pale and exhausted; pretty, �ndeed, w�th her clear
eyes �n the face wh�ch had grown tanned, and he exper�enced a
s�ngular feel�ng; h�s sp�te had van�shed; he s�mply des�red that she
should be happy w�th th�s man whom she had preferred to h�m. He
felt the need to occupy h�mself w�th her st�ll, a long�ng to go to
Montsou and force the other man to h�s duty. But she only saw p�ty �n
h�s constant tenderness; he must feel contempt for her to gaze at her
l�ke that. Then her heart contracted so that she choked, w�thout
be�ng able to stammer any more words of excuse.
"That's �t, you'd best hold your tongue," began the �mplacable
Maheude. "If you come back to stay, come �n; else get along w�th
you at once, and th�nk yourself lucky that I'm not free just now, or I
should have put my foot �nto you somewhere before now."
As �f th�s threat had suddenly been real�zed, Cather�ne rece�ved a
v�gorous k�ck r�ght beh�nd, so v�olent that she was stupef�ed w�th
surpr�se and pa�n. It was Chaval who had leapt �n through the open
door to g�ve her th�s lunge of a v�c�ous beast. For a moment he had
watched her from outs�de.
"Ah! slut," he yelled, "I've followed you. I knew well enough you were
com�ng back here to get h�m to f�ll you. And �t's you that pay h�m, eh?
You pour coffee down h�m w�th my money!"
Maheude and Ét�enne were stupef�ed, and d�d not st�r. W�th a fur�ous
movement Chaval chased Cather�ne towards the door.
"Out you go, by God!"
And as she took refuge �n a corner he turned on her mother.
"A n�ce bus�ness, keep�ng watch wh�le your whore of a daughter �s
k�ck�ng her legs upsta�rs!"
At last he caught Cather�ne's wr�st, shak�ng her and dragg�ng her
out. At the door he aga�n turned towards Maheude, who was na�led
to her cha�r. She had forgotten to fasten up her breast. Estelle had
gone to sleep, and her face had sl�pped down �nto the woollen
pett�coat; the enormous breast was hang�ng free and naked l�ke the
udder of a great cow.



"When the daughter �s not at �t, �t's the mother who gets herself
plugged," cr�ed Chaval. "Go on, show h�m your meat! He �sn't
d�sgusted—your d�rty lodger!"
At th�s Ét�enne was about to str�ke h�s mate. The fear of arous�ng the
settlement by a f�ght had kept h�m back from snatch�ng Cather�ne
from Chaval's hands. But rage was now carry�ng h�m away, and the
two men were face to face w�th �nflamed eyes. It was an old hatred,
a jealousy long unacknowledged, wh�ch was break�ng out. One of
them now must do for the other.
"Take care!" stammered Ét�enne, w�th clenched teeth. "I'll do for
you."
"Try!" repl�ed Chaval.
They looked at one another for some seconds longer, so close that
the�r hot breaths burnt each other's faces. And �t was Cather�ne who
suppl�antly took her lover's hand aga�n to lead h�m away. She
dragged h�m out of the settlement, flee�ng w�thout turn�ng her head.
"What a brute!" muttered Ét�enne, bang�ng the door, and so shaken
by anger that he was obl�ged to s�t down.
Maheude, �n front of h�m, had not st�rred. She made a vague
gesture, and there was s�lence, a s�lence wh�ch was pa�nful and
heavy w�th unspoken th�ngs. In sp�te of an effort h�s gaze aga�n
returned to her breast, that expanse of wh�te flesh, the br�ll�ance of
wh�ch now made h�m uncomfortable. No doubt she was forty, and
had lost her shape, l�ke a good female who had produced too much;
but many would st�ll des�re her, strong and sol�d, w�th the large long
face of a woman who had once been beaut�ful. Slowly and qu�etly
she was putt�ng back her breast w�th both hands. A rosy corner was
st�ll obst�nate, and she pushed �t back w�th her f�nger, and then
buttoned herself up, and was now qu�te black and shapeless �n her
old gown.
"He's a f�lthy beast," she sa�d at last. "Only a f�lthy beast could have
such nasty �deas. I don't care a hang what he says; �t �sn't worth
not�ce."
Then �n a frank vo�ce she added, f�x�ng her eyes on the young man:



"I have my faults, sure enough, but not that one. Only two men have
touched me—a putter, long ago, when I was f�fteen, and then
Maheu. If he had left me l�ke the other, Lord! I don't qu�te know what
would have happened; and I don't pr�de myself e�ther on my good
conduct w�th h�m s�nce our marr�age, because, when one hasn't
gone wrong, �t's often because one hasn't the chance. Only I say
th�ngs as they are, and I know ne�ghbours who couldn't say as much,
don't you th�nk?"
"That's true enough," repl�ed Ét�enne.
And he rose and went out, wh�le she dec�ded to l�ght the f�re aga�n,
after hav�ng placed the sleep�ng Estelle on two cha�rs. If the father
caught and sold a f�sh they could manage to have some soup.
Outs�de, n�ght was already com�ng on, a frosty n�ght; and w�th
lowered head Ét�enne walked along, sunk �n dark melancholy. It was
no longer anger aga�nst the man, or p�ty for the poor �ll-treated g�rl.
The brutal scene was effaced and lost, and he was thrown back on
to the suffer�ngs of all, the abom�nat�ons of wretchedness. He
thought of the settlement w�thout bread, these women and l�ttle ones
who would not eat that even�ng, all th�s struggl�ng race w�th empty
bell�es. And the doubt wh�ch somet�mes touched h�m awoke aga�n �n
the fr�ghtful melancholy of the tw�l�ght, and tortured h�m w�th a
d�scomfort wh�ch he had never felt so strongly before. W�th what a
terr�ble respons�b�l�ty he had burdened h�mself! Must he st�ll push
them on �n obst�nate res�stance, now that there was ne�ther money
nor cred�t? And what would be the end of �t all �f no help arr�ved, and
starvat�on came to beat down the�r courage? He had a sudden v�s�on
of d�saster; of dy�ng ch�ldren and sobb�ng mothers, wh�le the men,
lean and pale, went down once more �nto the p�ts. He went on
walk�ng, h�s feet stumbl�ng aga�nst the stones, and the thought that
the Company would be found strongest, and that he would have
brought m�sfortune on h�s comrades, f�lled h�m w�th �nsupportable
angu�sh.
When he ra�sed h�s head he saw that he was �n front of the Voreux.
The gloomy mass of bu�ld�ngs looked sombre beneath the grow�ng
darkness. The deserted square, obstructed by great mot�onless



shadows, seemed l�ke the corner of an abandoned fortress. As soon
as the w�nd�ng-eng�ne stopped, the soul left the place. At th�s hour of
the n�ght noth�ng was al�ve, not a lantern, not a vo�ce; and the sound
of the pump �tself was only a d�stant moan, com�ng one could not say
whence, �n th�s ann�h�lat�on of the whole p�t.
As Ét�enne gazed the blood flowed back to h�s heart. If the workers
were suffer�ng hunger, the Company was encroach�ng on �ts m�ll�ons.
Why should �t prove the stronger �n th�s war of labour aga�nst gold?
In any case, the v�ctory would cost �t dear. They would have the�r
corpses to count. He felt the fury of battle aga�n, the f�erce des�re to
have done w�th m�sery, even at the pr�ce of death. It would be as well
for the settlement to d�e at one stroke as to go on dy�ng �n deta�l of
fam�ne and �njust�ce. H�s �ll-d�gested read�ng came back to h�m,
examples of nat�ons who had burnt the�r towns to arrest the enemy,
vague h�stor�es of mothers who had saved the�r ch�ldren from slavery
by crush�ng the�r heads aga�nst the pavement, of men who had d�ed
of want rather than eat the bread of tyrants. H�s head became
exalted, a red ga�ety arose out of h�s cr�s�s of black sadness, chas�ng
away doubt, and mak�ng h�m ashamed of th�s pass�ng coward�ce of
an hour. And �n th�s rev�val of h�s fa�th, gusts of pr�de reappeared and
carr�ed h�m st�ll h�gher; the joy of be�ng leader, of see�ng h�mself
obeyed, even to sacr�f�ce, the enlarged dream of h�s power, the
even�ng of tr�umph. Already he �mag�ned a scene of s�mple grandeur,
h�s refusal of power, author�ty placed �n the hands of the people,
when �t would be master.
But he awoke and started at the vo�ce of Maheu, who was narrat�ng
h�s luck, a superb trout wh�ch he had f�shed up and sold for three
francs.
They would have the�r soup. Then he left h�s mate to return alone to
the settlement, say�ng that he would follow h�m; and he entered and
sat down �n the Avantage, awa�t�ng the departure of a cl�ent to tell
Rasseneur dec�s�vely that he should wr�te to Pluchart to come at
once. H�s resolut�on was taken; he would organ�ze a pr�vate meet�ng,
for v�ctory seemed to h�m certa�n �f the Montsou coll�ers adhered �n a
mass to the Internat�onal.



CHAPTER IV

It was at the Bon-Joyeux, W�dow Dés�r's, that the pr�vate meet�ng
was organ�zed for Thursday at two o'clock. The w�dow, �ncensed at
the m�ser�es �nfl�cted on her ch�ldren the coll�ers, was �n a constant
state of anger, espec�ally as her �nn was empty�ng. Never had there
been a less th�rsty str�ke; the drunkards had shut themselves up at
home for fear of d�sobey�ng the sober word of command. Thus
Montsou, wh�ch swarmed w�th people on feast-days, now exh�b�ted
�ts w�de street �n mute and melancholy desolat�on. No beer flowed
from counters or bell�es, the gutters were dry. On the pavement at
the Cas�m�r Bar and the Estam�net du Progrés one only saw the pale
faces of the landlad�es, look�ng �nqu�r�ngly �nto the street; then �n
Montsou �tself the deserted doors extended from the Estam�net
Lenfant to the Estam�net T�son, pass�ng by the Estam�net P�quette
and the Tête-Coupée Bar; only the Estam�net Sa�nt-Élo�, wh�ch was
frequented by capta�ns, st�ll drew occas�onal glasses; the sol�tude
even extended to the Volcan, where the lad�es were rest�ng for lack
of adm�rers, although they had lowered the�r pr�ce from ten sous to
f�ve �n v�ew of the hard t�mes. A deep mourn�ng was break�ng the
heart of the ent�re country.
"By God!" excla�med W�dow Dés�r, slapp�ng her th�ghs w�th both
hands, "�t's the fault of the gendarmes! Let them run me �n, dev�l take
them, �f they l�ke, but I must plague them."
For her, all author�t�es and masters were gendarmes; �t was a term of
general contempt �n wh�ch she enveloped all the enem�es of the
people. She had greeted Ét�enne's request w�th transport; her whole
house belonged to the m�ners, she would lend her ball-room
gratu�tously, and would herself �ssue the �nv�tat�ons s�nce the law
requ�red �t. Bes�des, �f the law was not pleased, so much the better!
She would g�ve them a b�t of her m�nd. S�nce yesterday the young
man had brought her some f�fty letters to s�gn; he had them cop�ed
by ne�ghbours �n the settlement who knew how to wr�te, and these
letters were sent around among the p�ts to delegates and to men of



whom they were sure. The avowed order of the day was a
d�scuss�on regard�ng the cont�nuat�on of the str�ke; but �n real�ty they
were expect�ng Pluchart, and reckon�ng on a d�scourse from h�m
wh�ch would cause a general adhes�on to the Internat�onal.
On Thursday morn�ng Ét�enne was d�squ�eted by the non-
appearance of h�s old foreman, who had prom�sed by letter to arr�ve
on Wednesday even�ng. What, then, was happen�ng? He was
annoyed that he would not be able to come to an understand�ng w�th
h�m before the meet�ng. At n�ne o'clock he went to Montsou, w�th the
�dea that the mechan�c had, perhaps, gone there d�rect w�thout
stopp�ng at the Voreux.
"No, I've not seen your fr�end," repl�ed W�dow Dés�r. "But everyth�ng
�s ready. Come and see."
She led h�m �nto the ball-room. The decorat�ons were the same, the
garlands wh�ch supported at the ce�l�ng a crown of pa�nted paper
flowers, and the g�lt cardboard sh�elds �n a l�ne along the wall w�th
the names of sa�nts, male and female. Only the mus�c�ans' platform
had been replaced by a table and three cha�rs �n one corner; and the
room was furn�shed w�th forms ranged along the floor.
"It's perfect," Ét�enne declared.
"And you know," sa�d the w�dow, "that you're at home here. Yell as
much as you l�ke. The gendarmes w�ll have to pass over my body �f
they do come!"
In sp�te of h�s anx�ety, he could not help sm�l�ng when he looked at
her, so vast d�d she appear, w�th a pa�r of breasts so huge that one
alone would requ�re a man to embrace �t, wh�ch now led to the
say�ng that of her s�x weekday lovers she had to take two every
even�ng on account of the work.
But Ét�enne was aston�shed to see Rasseneur and Souvar�ne enter;
and as the w�dow left them all three �n the large empty hall he
excla�med:
"What! you here already!"



Souvar�ne, who had worked all n�ght at the Voreux, the eng�ne-men
not be�ng on str�ke, had merely come out of cur�os�ty. As to
Rasseneur, he had seemed constra�ned dur�ng the last two days,
and h�s fat round face had lost �ts good-natured laugh.
"Pluchart has not arr�ved, and I am very anx�ous," added Ét�enne.
The �nnkeeper turned away h�s eyes, and repl�ed between h�s teeth:
"I'm not surpr�sed; I don't expect h�m."
"What!"
Then he made up h�s m�nd, and look�ng the other man �n the face
bravely:
"I, too, have sent h�m a letter, �f you want me to tell you; and �n that
letter I have begged h�m not to come. Yes, I th�nk we ought to
manage our own affa�rs ourselves, w�thout turn�ng to strangers."
Ét�enne, los�ng h�s self-possess�on and trembl�ng w�th anger, turned
h�s eyes on h�s mate's and stammered:
"You've done that, you've done that?"
"I have done that, certa�nly! and you know that I trust Pluchart; he's a
know�ng fellow and rel�able, one can get on w�th h�m. But you see I
don't care a damn for your �deas, I don't! Pol�t�cs, Government, and
all that, I don't care a damn for �t! What I want �s for the m�ner to be
better treated. I have worked down below for twenty years, I've
sweated down there w�th fat�gue and m�sery, and I've sworn to make
�t eas�er for the poor beggars who are there st�ll; and I know well
enough you'll never get anyth�ng w�th all your �deas, you'll only make
the men's fate more m�serable st�ll. When they are forced by hunger
to go down aga�n, they w�ll be more crushed than ever; the Company
w�ll pay them w�th strokes of the st�ck, l�ke a runaway dog who �s
brought back to h�s kennel. That's what I want to prevent, do you
see!"
He ra�sed h�s vo�ce, protrud�ng h�s belly and squarely planted on h�s
b�g legs. The man's whole pat�ent, reasonable nature was revealed
�n clear phrases, wh�ch flowed abundantly w�thout an effort. Was �t
not absurd to bel�eve that w�th one stroke one could change the



world, putt�ng the workers �n the place of the masters and d�v�d�ng
gold as one d�v�des an apple? It would, perhaps, take thousands and
thousands of years for that to be real�zed. There, hold your tongue,
w�th your m�racles! The most sens�ble plan was, �f one d�d not w�sh
to break one's nose, to go stra�ght forward, to demand poss�ble
reforms, �n short, to �mprove the lot of the workers on every
occas�on. He d�d h�s best, so far as he occup�ed h�mself w�th �t, to
br�ng the Company to better terms; �f not, damn �t all! they would only
starve by be�ng obst�nate.
Ét�enne had let h�m speak, h�s own speech cut short by �nd�gnat�on.
Then he cr�ed:
"Haven't you got any blood �n your ve�ns, by God?"
At one moment he would have struck h�m, and to res�st the
temptat�on he rushed about the hall w�th long str�des, vent�ng h�s fury
on the benches through wh�ch he made a passage.
"Shut the door, at all events," Souvar�ne remarked. "There �s no need
to be heard."
Hav�ng h�mself gone to shut �t, he qu�etly sat down �n one of the
off�ce cha�rs. He had rolled a c�garette, and was look�ng at the other
two men w�th h�s m�ld subtle eye, h�s l�ps drawn by a sl�ght sm�le.
"You won't get any farther by be�ng angry," sa�d Rasseneur
jud�c�ously. "I bel�eved at f�rst that you had good sense. It was
sens�ble to recommend calmness to the mates, to force them to
keep �ndoors, and to use your power to ma�nta�n order. And now you
want to get them �nto a mess!"
At each turn �n h�s walks among the benches, Ét�enne returned
towards the �nnkeeper, se�z�ng h�m by the shoulders, shak�ng h�m,
and shout�ng out h�s repl�es �n h�s face.
"But, blast �t all! I mean to be calm. Yes, I have �mposed order on
them! Yes, I do adv�se them st�ll not to st�r! only �t doesn't do to be
made a joke of after all! You are lucky to rema�n cool. Now there are
hours when I feel that I am los�ng my head."



Th�s was a confess�on on h�s part. He ra�led at h�s �llus�ons of a
nov�ce, h�s rel�g�ous dream of a c�ty �n wh�ch just�ce would soon re�gn
among the men who had become brothers. A f�ne method truly! to
cross one's arms and wa�t, �f one w�shed to see men eat�ng each
other to the end of the world l�ke wolves. No! one must �nterfere, or
�njust�ce would be eternal, and the r�ch would for ever suck the blood
of the poor. Therefore he could not forg�ve h�mself the stup�d�ty of
hav�ng sa�d formerly that pol�t�cs ought to be ban�shed from the
soc�al quest�on. He knew noth�ng then; now he had read and
stud�ed, h�s �deas were r�pe, and he boasted that he had a system.
He expla�ned �t badly, however, �n confused phrases wh�ch conta�ned
a l�ttle of all the theor�es he had success�vely passed through and
abandoned. At the summ�t Karl Marx's �dea rema�ned stand�ng:
cap�tal was the result of spol�at�on, �t was the duty and the pr�v�lege
of labour to reconquer that stolen wealth. In pract�ce he had at f�rst,
w�th Proudhon, been captured by the ch�mera of a mutual cred�t, a
vast bank of exchange wh�ch suppressed m�ddlemen; then
Lassalle's cooperat�ve soc�et�es, endowed by the state, gradually
transform�ng the earth �nto a s�ngle �ndustr�al town, had aroused h�s
enthus�asm unt�l he grew d�sgusted �n face of the d�ff�culty of
controll�ng them; and he had arr�ved recently at collect�v�sm,
demand�ng that all the �nstruments of product�on should be restored
to the commun�ty. But th�s rema�ned vague; he knew not how to
real�ze th�s new dream, st�ll h�ndered by scruples of reason and good
sense, not dar�ng to r�sk the secretary's absolute aff�rmat�ons. He
s�mply sa�d that �t was a quest�on of gett�ng possess�on of the
government f�rst of all. Afterwards they would see.
"But what has taken you? Why are you go�ng over to the bourgeo�s?"
he cont�nued v�olently, aga�n plant�ng h�mself before the �nnkeeper.
"You sa�d yourself �t would have to burst up!"
Rasseneur blushed sl�ghtly.
"Yes, I sa�d so. And �f �t does burst up, you w�ll see that I am no more
of a coward than any one else. Only I refuse to be among those who
�ncrease the mess �n order to f�sh out a pos�t�on for themselves."



Ét�enne blushed �n h�s turn. The two men no longer shouted, hav�ng
become b�tter and sp�teful, conquered by the coldness of the�r r�valry.
It was at bottom that wh�ch always stra�ns systems, mak�ng one man
revolut�onary �n the extreme, push�ng the other to an affectat�on of
prudence, carry�ng them, �n sp�te of themselves, beyond the�r true
�deas �nto those fatal parts wh�ch men do not choose for themselves.
And Souvar�ne, who was l�sten�ng, exh�b�ted on h�s pale, g�rl�sh face
a s�lent contempt—the crush�ng contempt of the man who was
w�ll�ng to y�eld h�s l�fe �n obscur�ty w�thout even ga�n�ng the splendour
of martyrdom.
"Then �t's to me that you're say�ng that?" asked Ét�enne; "you're
jealous!"
"Jealous of what?" repl�ed Rasseneur. "I don't pose as a b�g man; I'm
not try�ng to create a sect�on at Montsou for the sake of be�ng made
secretary."
The other man wanted to �nterrupt h�m, but he added:
"Why don't you be frank? You don't care a damn for the Internat�onal;
you're only burn�ng to be at our head, the gentleman who
corresponds w�th the famous Federal Counc�l of the Nord!"
There was s�lence. Ét�enne repl�ed, qu�ver�ng:
"Good! I don't th�nk I have anyth�ng to reproach myself w�th. I always
asked your adv�ce, for I knew that you had fought here long before
me. But s�nce you can't endure any one by your s�de, I'll act alone �n
future. And f�rst I warn you that the meet�ng w�ll take place even �f
Pluchart does not come, and the mates w�ll jo�n �n sp�te of you."
"Oh! jo�n!" muttered the �nnkeeper; "that's not enough. You'll have to
get them to pay the�r subscr�pt�ons."
"Not at all. The Internat�onal grants t�me to workers on str�ke. It w�ll at
once come to our help, and we shall pay later on."
Rasseneur was carr�ed beyond h�mself.
"Well, we shall see. I belong to th�s meet�ng of yours, and I shall
speak. I shall not let you turn our fr�ends' heads, I shall let them
know where the�r real �nterests l�e. We shall see whom they mean to



follow—me, whom they have known for th�rty years, or you, who
have turned everyth�ng ups�de down among us �n less than a year.
No, no! damn �t all! We shall see wh�ch of us �s go�ng to crush the
other."
And he went out, bang�ng the door. The garlands of flowers swayed
from the ce�l�ng, and the g�lt sh�elds jumped aga�nst the walls. Then
the great room fell back �nto �ts heavy calm.
Souvar�ne was smok�ng �n h�s qu�et way, seated before the table.
After hav�ng paced for a moment �n s�lence, Ét�enne began to rel�eve
h�s feel�ngs at length. Was �t h�s fault �f they had left that fat lazy
fellow to come to h�m? And he defended h�mself from hav�ng ought
popular�ty. He knew not even how �t had happened, th�s fr�endl�ness
of the settlement, the conf�dence of the m�ners, the power wh�ch he
now had over them. He was �nd�gnant at be�ng accused of w�sh�ng to
br�ng everyth�ng to confus�on out of amb�t�on; he struck h�s chest,
protest�ng h�s brotherly feel�ngs.
Suddenly he stopped before Souvar�ne and excla�med:
"Do you know, �f I thought I should cost a drop of blood to a fr�end, I
would go off at once to Amer�ca!"
The eng�ne-man shrugged h�s shoulders, and a sm�le aga�n came on
h�s l�ps.
"Oh! blood!" he murmured. "What does that matter? The earth has
need of �t."
Ét�enne, grow�ng calm, took a cha�r, and put h�s elbows on the other
s�de of the table. Th�s fa�r face, w�th the dreamy eyes, wh�ch
somet�mes grew savage w�th a red l�ght, d�sturbed h�m, and
exerc�sed a s�ngular power over h�s w�ll. In sp�te of h�s comrade's
s�lence, conquered even by that s�lence, he felt h�mself gradually
absorbed.
"Well," he asked, "what would you do �n my place? Am I not r�ght to
act as I do? Isn't �t best for us to jo�n th�s assoc�at�on?"
Souvar�ne, after hav�ng slowly ejected a jet of smoke, repl�ed by h�s
favour�te word:



"Oh, foolery! but meanwh�le �t's always so. Bes�des, the�r
Internat�onal w�ll soon beg�n to move. He has taken �t up."
"Who, then?"
"He!"
He had pronounced th�s word �n a wh�sper, w�th rel�g�ous fervour,
cast�ng a glance towards the east. He was speak�ng of the master,
Bakun�n the destroyer.
"He alone can g�ve the thunderclap," he went on, "wh�le your learned
men, w�th the�r evolut�on, are mere cowards. Before three years are
past, the Internat�onal, under h�s orders, w�ll crush the old world."
Ét�enne pr�cked up h�s ears �n attent�on. He was burn�ng to ga�n
knowledge, to understand th�s worsh�p of destruct�on, regard�ng
wh�ch the eng�ne-man only uttered occas�onal obscure words, as
though he kept certa�n myster�es to h�mself.
"Well, but expla�n to me. What �s your a�m?"
"To destroy everyth�ng. No more nat�ons, no more governments, no
more property, no more God nor worsh�p."
"I qu�te understand. Only what w�ll that lead you to?"
"To the pr�m�t�ve formless commune, to a new world, to the renewal
of everyth�ng."
"And the means of execut�on? How do you reckon to set about �t?"
"By f�re, by po�son, by the dagger. The br�gand �s the true hero, the
popular avenger, the revolut�onary �n act�on, w�th no phrases drawn
out of books. We need a ser�es of tremendous outrages to fr�ghten
the powerful and to arouse the people."
As he talked, Souvar�ne grew terr�ble. An ecstasy ra�sed h�m on h�s
cha�r, a myst�c flame darted from h�s pale eyes, and h�s del�cate
hands gr�pped the edge of the table almost to break�ng. The other
man looked at h�m �n fear, and thought of the stor�es of wh�ch he had
rece�ved vague �nt�mat�on, of m�nes charged beneath the tsar's
palace, of ch�efs of pol�ce struck down by kn�ves l�ke w�ld boars, of
h�s m�stress, the only woman he had loved, hanged at Moscow one



ra�ny morn�ng, wh�le �n the crowd he k�ssed her w�th h�s eyes for the
last t�me.
"No! no!" murmured Ét�enne, as w�th a gesture he pushed away
these abom�nable v�s�ons, "we haven't got to that yet over here.
Murder and f�re, never! It �s monstrous, unjust, all the mates would
r�se and strangle the gu�lty one!"
And bes�des, he could not understand; the �nst�ncts of h�s race
refused to accept th�s sombre dream of the exterm�nat�on of the
world, mown level l�ke a rye-f�eld. Then what would they do
afterwards? How would the nat�ons spr�ng up aga�n? He demanded
a reply.
"Tell me your programme. We l�ke to know where we are go�ng to."
Then Souvar�ne concluded peacefully, w�th h�s gaze f�xed on space:
"All reason�ng about the future �s cr�m�nal, because �t prevents pure
destruct�on, and �nterferes w�th the progress of revolut�on."
Th�s made Ét�enne laugh, �n sp�te of the cold sh�ver wh�ch passed
over h�s flesh. Bes�des, he w�ll�ngly acknowledged that there was
someth�ng �n these �deas, wh�ch attracted h�m by the�r fearful
s�mpl�c�ty. Only �t would be play�ng �nto Rasseneur's hands �f he were
to repeat such th�ngs to h�s comrades. It was necessary to be
pract�cal.
W�dow Dés�r proposed that they should have lunch. They agreed,
and went �nto the �nn parlour, wh�ch was separated from the ball-
room on weekdays by a movable part�t�on. When they had f�n�shed
the�r omelette and cheese, the eng�ne-man proposed to depart, and
as the other tr�ed to deta�n h�m:
"What for? To l�sten to you talk�ng useless foolery? I've seen enough
of �t. Good day."
He went off �n h�s gentle, obst�nate way, w�th a c�garette between h�s
l�ps.
Ét�enne's anx�ety �ncreased. It was one o'clock, and Pluchart was
dec�dedly break�ng h�s prom�se. Towards half-past one the delegates
began to appear, and he had to rece�ve them, for he w�shed to see



who entered, for fear that the Company m�ght send �ts usual sp�es.
He exam�ned every letter of �nv�tat�on, and took note of those who
entered; many came �n w�thout a letter, as they were adm�tted
prov�ded he knew them. As two o'clock struck Rasseneur entered,
f�n�sh�ng h�s p�pe at the counter, and chatt�ng w�thout haste. Th�s
provok�ng calmness st�ll further d�sturbed Ét�enne, all the more as
many had come merely for fun—Zachar�e, Mouquet, and others.
These cared l�ttle about the str�ke, and found �t a great joke to do
noth�ng. Seated at tables, and spend�ng the�r last two sous on dr�nk,
they gr�nned and bantered the�r mates, the ser�ous ones, who had
come to make fools of themselves.
Another quarter of an hour passed; there was �mpat�ence �n the hall.
Then Ét�enne, �n despa�r, made a gesture of resolut�on. And he
dec�ded to enter, when W�dow Dés�r, who was putt�ng her head
outs�de, excla�med:
"But here he �s, your gentleman!"
It was, �n fact, Pluchart. He came �n a cab drawn by a broken-w�nded
horse. He jumped at once on to the pavement, a th�n, �ns�p�dly
handsome man, w�th a large square head;—�n h�s black cloth frock-
coat he had the Sunday a�r of a well-to-do workman. For f�ve years
he had not done a stroke w�th the f�le, and he took care of h�s
appearance, espec�ally comb�ng h�s ha�r �n a correct manner, va�n of
h�s successes on the platform; but h�s l�mbs were st�ll st�ff, and the
na�ls of h�s large hands, eaten by the �ron, had not grown aga�n. Very
act�ve, he worked out h�s amb�t�ons, scour�ng the prov�nce
unceas�ngly �n order to place h�s �deas.
"Ah! don't be angry w�th me," he sa�d, ant�c�pat�ng quest�ons and
reproaches. "Yesterday, lecture at Preu�lly �n the morn�ng, meet�ng �n
the even�ng at Valencay. Today, lunch at March�ennes w�th
Sauvagnat. Then I had to take a cab. I'm worn out; you can tell by
my vo�ce. But that's noth�ng; I shall speak all the same."
He was on the threshold of the Bon-Joyeux, when he bethought
h�mself.



"By j�ngo! I'm forgett�ng the t�ckets. We should have been �n a f�ne
f�x!"
He went back to the cab, wh�ch the cabman drew up aga�n, and he
pulled out a l�ttle black wooden box, wh�ch he carr�ed off under h�s
arm.
Ét�enne walked rad�antly �n h�s shadow, wh�le Rasseneur, �n
consternat�on, d�d not dare to offer h�s hand. But the other was
already press�ng �t, and say�ng a rap�d word or two about the letter.
What a rum �dea! Why not hold th�s meet�ng? One should always
hold a meet�ng when poss�ble. W�dow Dés�r asked �f he would take
anyth�ng, but he refused. No need; he spoke w�thout dr�nk�ng. Only
he was �n a hurry, because �n the even�ng he reckoned on push�ng
as far as Jo�selle, where he w�shed to come to an understand�ng w�th
Legoujeux. Then they all entered the ball-room together. Maheu and
Levaque, who had arr�ved late, followed them. The door was then
locked, �n order to be �n pr�vacy. Th�s made the jokers laugh even
more, Zachar�e shout�ng to Mouquet that perhaps they were go�ng to
get them all w�th ch�ld �n there.
About a hundred m�ners were wa�t�ng on the benches �n the close a�r
of the room, w�th the warm odours of the last ball r�s�ng from the
floor. Wh�spers ran round and all heads turned, wh�le the new-
comers sat down �n the empty places. They gazed at the L�lle
gentleman, and the black frock-coat caused a certa�n surpr�se and
d�scomfort.
But on Ét�enne's propos�t�on the meet�ng was at once const�tuted. He
gave out the names, wh�le the others approved by l�ft�ng the�r hands.
Pluchart was nom�nated cha�rman, and Maheu and Ét�enne h�mself
were voted stewards. There was a movement of cha�rs and the
off�cers were �nstalled; for a moment they watched the cha�rman
d�sappear beneath the table under wh�ch he sl�d the box, wh�ch he
had not let go. When he reappeared he struck l�ghtly w�th h�s f�st to
call for attent�on; then he began �n a hoarse vo�ce:
"C�t�zens!"



A l�ttle door opened and he had to stop. It was W�dow Dés�r who,
com�ng round by the k�tchen, brought �n s�x glasses on a tray.
"Don't put yourselves out," she sa�d. "When one talks one gets
th�rsty."
Maheu rel�eved her of the tray and Pluchart was able to go on. He
sa�d how very touched he was at h�s recept�on by the Montsou
workers, he excused h�mself for h�s delay, ment�on�ng h�s fat�gue and
h�s sore throat, then he gave place to C�t�zen Rasseneur, who
w�shed to speak.
Rasseneur had already planted h�mself bes�de the table near the
glasses. The back of a cha�r served h�m as a rostrum. He seemed
very moved, and coughed before start�ng �n a loud vo�ce:
"Mates!"
What gave h�m h�s �nfluence over the workers at the p�t was the
fac�l�ty of h�s speech, the good-natured way �n wh�ch he could go on
talk�ng to them by the hour w�thout ever grow�ng weary. He never
ventured to gest�culate, but stood stol�d and sm�l�ng, drown�ng them
and daz�ng them, unt�l they all shouted: "Yes, yes, that's true enough,
you're r�ght!" However, on th�s day, from the f�rst word, he felt that
there was a sullen oppos�t�on. Th�s made h�m advance prudently. He
only d�scussed the cont�nuat�on of the str�ke, and wa�ted for applause
before attack�ng the Internat�onal. Certa�nly honour prevented them
from y�eld�ng to the Company's demands; but how much m�sery!
what a terr�ble future �f �t was necessary to pers�st much longer! and
w�thout declar�ng for subm�ss�on he damped the�r courage, he
showed them the settlements dy�ng of hunger, he asked on what
resources the part�sans of res�stance were count�ng. Three or four
fr�ends tr�ed to applaud h�m, but th�s accentuated the cold s�lence of
the major�ty, and the gradually r�s�ng d�sapprobat�on wh�ch greeted
h�s phrases. Then, despa�r�ng of w�nn�ng them over, he was carr�ed
away by anger, he foretold m�sfortune �f they allowed the�r heads to
be turned at the �nst�gat�on of strangers. Two-th�rds of the aud�ence
had r�sen �nd�gnantly, try�ng to s�lence h�m, s�nce he �nsulted them by
treat�ng them l�ke ch�ldren unable to act for themselves. But he went
on speak�ng �n sp�te of the tumult, tak�ng repeated gulps of beer, and



shout�ng v�olently that the man was not born who would prevent h�m
from do�ng h�s duty.
Pluchart had r�sen. As he had no bell he struck h�s f�st on the table,
repeat�ng �n h�s hoarse vo�ce:
"C�t�zens, c�t�zens!"
At last he obta�ned a l�ttle qu�et and the meet�ng, when consulted,
brought Rasseneur's speech to an end. The delegates who had
represented the p�ts �n the �nterv�ew w�th the manager led the others,
all enraged by starvat�on and ag�tated by new �deas. The vot�ng was
dec�ded �n advance.
"You don't care a damn, you don't! you can eat!" yelled Levaque,
thrust�ng out h�s f�st at Rasseneur.
Ét�enne leaned over beh�nd the cha�rman's back to appease Maheu,
who was very red, and carr�ed out of h�mself by th�s hypocr�t�cal
d�scourse.
"C�t�zens!" sa�d Pluchart, "allow me to speak!"
There was deep s�lence. He spoke. H�s vo�ce sounded pa�nful and
hoarse; but he was used to �t on h�s journeys, and took h�s laryng�t�s
about w�th h�m l�ke h�s programme. Gradually h�s vo�ce expanded
and he produced pathet�c effects w�th �t. W�th open arms and
accompany�ng h�s per�ods w�th a sway�ng of h�s shoulders, he had
an eloquence wh�ch recalled the pulp�t, a rel�g�ous fash�on of s�nk�ng
the ends of h�s sentences whose monotonous roll at last carr�ed
conv�ct�on.
H�s d�scourse centred on the greatness and the advantages of the
Internat�onal; �t was that w�th wh�ch he always started �n every new
local�ty. He expla�ned �ts a�m, the emanc�pat�on of the workers; he
showed �ts �mpos�ng structure—below the commune, h�gher the
prov�nce, st�ll h�gher the nat�on, and at the summ�t human�ty. H�s
arms moved slowly, p�l�ng up the stages, prepar�ng the �mmense
cathedral of the future world. Then there was the �nternal
adm�n�strat�on: he read the statutes, spoke of the congresses,
po�nted out the grow�ng �mportance of the work, the enlargement of
the programme, wh�ch, start�ng from the d�scuss�on of wages, was



now work�ng towards a soc�al l�qu�dat�on, to have done w�th the wage
system. No more nat�onal�t�es. The workers of the whole world would
be un�ted by a common need for just�ce, sweep�ng away the m�ddle-
class corrupt�on, found�ng, at last, a free soc�ety, �n wh�ch he who d�d
not work should not reap! He roared; h�s breath startled the flowers
of pa�nted paper beneath the low smoky ce�l�ng wh�ch sent back the
sound of h�s vo�ce.
A wave passed through the aud�ence. Some of them cr�ed:
"That's �t! We're w�th you."
He went on. The world would be conquered before three years. And
he enumerated the nat�ons already conquered. From all s�des
adhes�ons were ra�n�ng �n. Never had a young rel�g�on counted so
many d�sc�ples. Then, when they had the upper hand they would
d�ctate terms to the masters, who, �n the�r turn, would have a f�st at
the�r throats.
"Yes, yes! they'll have to go down!"
W�th a gesture he enforced s�lence. Now he was enter�ng on the
str�ke quest�on. In pr�nc�ple he d�sapproved of str�kes; �t was a slow
method, wh�ch aggravated the suffer�ngs of the worker. But before
better th�ngs arr�ved, and when they were �nev�table, one must make
up one's m�nd to them, for they had the advantage of d�sorgan�z�ng
cap�tal. And �n th�s case he showed the Internat�onal as prov�dence
for str�kers, and quoted examples: �n Par�s, dur�ng the str�ke of the
bronze-workers, the masters had granted everyth�ng at once,
terr�f�ed at the news that the Internat�onal was send�ng help; �n
London �t had saved the m�ners at a coll�ery, by send�ng back, at �ts
own expense, a sh�p-load of Belg�ans who had been brought over by
the coal-owner. It was suff�c�ent to jo�n and the compan�es trembled,
for the men entered the great army of workers who were resolved to
d�e for one another rather than to rema�n the slaves of a cap�tal�st�c
soc�ety.
Applause �nterrupted h�m. He w�ped h�s forehead w�th h�s
handkerch�ef, at the same t�me refus�ng a glass wh�ch Maheu



passed to h�m. When he was about to cont�nue fresh applause cut
short h�s speech.
"It's all r�ght," he sa�d rap�dly to Ét�enne. "They've had enough.
Qu�ck! the cards!"
He had plunged beneath the table, and reappeared w�th the l�ttle
black wooden box.
"C�t�zens!" he shouted, dom�nat�ng the d�sturbance, "here are the
cards of membersh�p. Let your delegates come up, and I w�ll g�ve
them to them to be d�str�buted. Later on we can arrange everyth�ng."
Rasseneur rushed forward and aga�n protested. Ét�enne was also
ag�tated; hav�ng to make a speech. Extreme confus�on followed.
Levaque jumped up w�th h�s f�sts out, as �f to f�ght. Maheu was up
and speak�ng, but nobody could d�st�ngu�sh a s�ngle word. In the
grow�ng tumult the dust rose from the floor, a float�ng dust of former
balls, po�son�ng the a�r w�th a strong odour of putters and trammers.
Suddenly the l�ttle door opened, and W�dow Dés�r f�lled �t w�th her
belly and breast, shout�ng �n a thunder�ng vo�ce:
"For God's sake, s�lence! The gendarmes!"
It was the comm�ss�oner of the d�str�ct, who had arr�ved rather late to
prepare a report and to break up the meet�ng. Four gendarmes
accompan�ed h�m. For f�ve m�nutes the w�dow had delayed them at
the door, reply�ng that she was at home, and that she had a perfect
r�ght to enterta�n her fr�ends. But they had hustled her away, and she
had rushed �n to warn her ch�ldren.
"Must clear out through here," she sa�d aga�n. "There's a d�rty
gendarme guard�ng the court. It doesn't matter; my l�ttle wood-house
opens �nto the alley. Qu�ck, then!" The comm�ss�oner was already
knock�ng w�th h�s f�st, and as the door was not opened, he
threatened to force �t. A spy must have talked, for he cr�ed that the
meet�ng was �llegal, a large number of m�ners be�ng there w�thout
any letter of �nv�tat�on.
In the hall the trouble was grow�ng. They could not escape thus; they
had not even voted e�ther for adhes�on or for the cont�nuat�on of the



str�ke. All pers�sted �n talk�ng at the same t�me. At last the cha�rman
suggested a vote by acclamat�on. Arms were ra�sed, and the
delegates declared hast�ly that they would jo�n �n the name of the�r
absent mates. And �t was thus that the ten thousand coll�ers of
Montsou became members of the Internat�onal. Meanwh�le, the
retreat began. In order to cover �t, W�dow Dés�r had propped herself
up aga�nst the door, wh�ch the butt-ends of the gendarmes' muskets
were forc�ng at her back. The m�ners jumped over the benches, and
escaped, one by one, through the k�tchen and the wood-yard.
Rasseneur d�sappeared among the f�rst, and Levaque followed h�m,
forgetful of h�s abuse, and plann�ng how he could get an offer of a
glass to pull h�mself together. Ét�enne, after hav�ng se�zed the l�ttle
box, wa�ted w�th Pluchart and Maheu, who cons�dered �t a po�nt of
honour to emerge last. As they d�sappeared the lock gave, and the
comm�ss�oner found h�mself �n the presence of the w�dow, whose
breast and belly st�ll formed a barr�cade.
"It doesn't help you much to smash everyth�ng �n my house," she
sa�d. "You can see there's nobody here."
The comm�ss�oner, a slow man who d�d not care for scenes, s�mply
threatened to take her off to pr�son. And he then went away w�th h�s
four gendarmes to prepare a report, beneath the jeers of Zachar�e
and Mouquet, who were full of adm�rat�on for the way �n wh�ch the�r
mates had humbugged th�s armed force, for wh�ch they themselves
d�d not care a hang.
In the alley outs�de, Ét�enne, embarrassed by the box, was rush�ng
along, followed by the others. He suddenly thought of P�erron, and
asked why he had not turned up. Maheu, also runn�ng, repl�ed that
he was �ll—a conven�ent �llness, the fear of comprom�s�ng h�mself.
They w�shed to reta�n Pluchart, but, w�thout stopp�ng, he declared
that he must set out at once for Jo�selle, where Legoujeux was
awa�t�ng orders. Then, as they ran, they shouted out to h�m the�r
w�shes for a pleasant journey, and rushed through Montsou w�th the�r
heels �n the a�r. A few words were exchanged, broken by the pant�ng
of the�r chests. Ét�enne and Maheu were laugh�ng conf�dently,
henceforth certa�n of v�ctory. When the Internat�onal had sent help, �t
would be the Company that would beg them to resume work. And �n



th�s burst of hope, �n th�s gallop of b�g boots sound�ng over the
pavement of the streets, there was someth�ng else also, someth�ng
sombre and f�erce, a gust of v�olence wh�ch would �nflame the
settlements �n the four corners of the country.

CHAPTER V

Another fortn�ght had passed by. It was the beg�nn�ng of January and
cold m�sts benumbed the �mmense pla�n. The m�sery had grown st�ll
greater, and the settlements were �n agony from hour to hour
beneath the �ncreas�ng fam�ne. Four thousand francs sent by the
Internat�onal from London had scarcely suppl�ed bread for three
days, and then noth�ng had come. Th�s great dead hope was beat�ng
down the�r courage. On what were they to count now s�nce even
the�r brothers had abandoned them? They felt themselves separated
from the world and lost �n the m�dst of th�s deep w�nter.
On Tuesday no resources were left �n the Deux-Cent-Quarante
settlement. Ét�enne and the delegates had mult�pl�ed the�r energ�es.
New subscr�pt�ons were opened �n the ne�ghbour�ng towns, and even
�n Par�s; collect�ons were made and lectures organ�zed. These
efforts came to noth�ng. Publ�c op�n�on, wh�ch had at f�rst been
moved, grew �nd�fferent now that the str�ke dragged on for ever, and
so qu�etly, w�thout any dramat�c �nc�dents. Small char�t�es scarcely
suff�ced to ma�nta�n the poorer fam�l�es. The others l�ved by pawn�ng
the�r clothes and sell�ng up the household p�ece by p�ece. Everyth�ng
went to the brokers, the wool of the mattresses, the k�tchen utens�ls,
even the furn�ture. For a moment they thought themselves saved, for
the small reta�l shopkeepers of Montsou, k�lled out by Ma�grat, had
offered cred�t to try and get back the�r custom; and for a week
Verdonck, the grocer, and the two bakers, Carouble and Smelten,
kept open shop, but when the�r advances were exhausted all three
stopped. The ba�l�ffs were rejo�c�ng; there only resulted a p�l�ng up of
debts wh�ch would for a long t�me we�gh upon the m�ners. There was



no more cred�t to be had anywhere and not an old saucepan to sell;
they m�ght l�e down �n a corner to d�e l�ke mangy dogs.
Ét�enne would have sold h�s flesh. He had g�ven up h�s salary and
had gone to March�ennes to pawn h�s trousers and cloth coat, happy
to set the Maheus' pot bo�l�ng once more. H�s boots alone rema�ned,
and he reta�ned these to keep a f�rm foothold, he sa�d. H�s gr�ef was
that the str�ke had come on too early, before the Prov�dent Fund had
had t�me to swell. He regarded th�s as the only cause of the d�saster,
for the workers would surely tr�umph over the masters on the day
when they had saved enough money to res�st. And he recalled
Souvar�ne's words accus�ng the Company of push�ng forward the
str�ke to destroy the fund at the beg�nn�ng.
The s�ght of the settlement and of these poor people w�thout bread
or f�re overcame h�m. He preferred to go out and to weary h�mself
w�th d�stant walks. One even�ng, as he was com�ng back and
pass�ng near Réqu�llart, he perce�ved an old woman who had fa�nted
by the roads�de. No doubt she was dy�ng of hunger; and hav�ng
ra�sed her he began to shout to a g�rl whom he saw on the other s�de
of the pal�ng.
"Why! �s �t you?" he sa�d, recogn�z�ng Mouquette. "Come and help
me then, we must g�ve her someth�ng to dr�nk."
Mouquette, moved to tears, qu�ckly went �nto the shaky hovel wh�ch
her father had set up �n the m�dst of the ru�ns. She came back at
once w�th g�n and a loaf. The g�n rev�ved the old woman, who w�thout
speak�ng b�t greed�ly �nto the bread. She was the mother of a m�ner
who l�ved at a settlement on the Cougny s�de, and she had fallen
there on return�ng from Jo�selle, where she had �n va�n attempted to
borrow half a franc from a s�ster. When she had eaten she went
away dazed.
Ét�enne stood �n the open f�eld of Réqu�llart, where the crumbl�ng
sheds were d�sappear�ng beneath the brambles.
"Well, won't you come �n and dr�nk a l�ttle glass?" asked Mouquette
merr�ly.
And as he hes�tated:



"Then you're st�ll afra�d of me?"
He followed her, won by her laughter. Th�s bread, wh�ch she had
g�ven so w�ll�ngly, moved h�m. She would not take h�m �nto her
father's room, but led h�m �nto her own room, where she at once
poured out two l�ttle glasses of g�n. The room was very neat and he
compl�mented her on �t. Bes�des, the fam�ly seemed to want for
noth�ng; the father cont�nued h�s dut�es as a groom at the Voreux
wh�le she, say�ng that she could not l�ve w�th folded arms, had
become a laundress, wh�ch brought her �n th�rty sous a day. One
may amuse oneself w�th men but one �sn't lazy for all that.
"I say," she murmured, all at once com�ng and putt�ng her arms
round h�m prett�ly, "why don't you l�ke me?"
He could not help laugh�ng, she had done th�s �n so charm�ng a way.
"But I l�ke you very much," he repl�ed.
"No, no, not l�ke I mean. You know that I am dy�ng of long�ng. Come,
�t would g�ve me so much pleasure."
It was true, she had des�red h�m for s�x months. He st�ll looked at her
as she clung to h�m, press�ng h�m w�th her two tremulous arms, her
face ra�sed w�th such suppl�cat�ng love that he was deeply moved.
There was noth�ng beaut�ful �n her large round face, w�th �ts yellow
complex�on eaten by the coal; but her eyes shone w�th flame, a
charm rose from her sk�n, a trembl�ng of des�re wh�ch made her rosy
and young. In face of th�s g�ft wh�ch was so humble and so ardent he
no longer dared to refuse.
"Oh! you are w�ll�ng," she stammered, del�ghted. "Oh! you are
w�ll�ng!"
And she gave herself up w�th the fa�nt�ng awkwardness of a v�rg�n,
as �f �t was for the f�rst t�me, and she had never before known a man.
Then when he left her, �t was she who was overcome w�th grat�tude;
she thanked h�m and k�ssed h�s hands.
Ét�enne rema�ned rather ashamed of th�s good fortune. Nobody
boasted of hav�ng had Mouquette. As he went away he swore that �t



should not occur aga�n, but he preserved a fr�endly remembrance of
her; she was a cap�tal g�rl.
When he got back to the settlement, he found ser�ous news wh�ch
made h�m forget the adventure. The rumour was c�rculat�ng that the
Company would, perhaps, agree to make a concess�on �f the
delegates made a fresh attempt w�th the manager. At all events
some capta�ns had spread th�s rumour. The truth was, that �n th�s
struggle the m�ne was suffer�ng even more than the m�ners. On both
s�des obst�nacy was p�l�ng up ru�n: wh�le labour was dy�ng of hunger,
cap�tal was be�ng destroyed. Every day of rest carr�ed away
hundreds of thousands of francs. Every mach�ne wh�ch stops �s a
dead mach�ne. Tools and mater�al are �mpa�red, the money that �s
sunk melts away l�ke water drunk by the sand. S�nce the small stock
of coal at the surface of the p�ts was exhausted, customers talked of
go�ng to Belg�um, so that �n future they would be threatened from
that quarter. But what espec�ally fr�ghtened the Company, although
the matter was carefully concealed, was the �ncreas�ng damage to
the galler�es and work�ngs. The capta�ns could not cope w�th the
repa�rs, the t�mber was fall�ng everywhere, and landsl�ps were
constantly tak�ng place. Soon the d�sasters became so ser�ous that
long months would be needed for repa�rs before hew�ng could be
resumed. Already stor�es were go�ng about the country: at
Crévecœur three hundred metres of road had subs�ded �n a mass,
stopp�ng up access to the C�nq-Paumes; at Madele�ne the
Maugrétout seam was crumbl�ng away and f�ll�ng w�th water. The
management refused to adm�t th�s, but suddenly two acc�dents, one
after the other, had forced them to avow �t. One morn�ng, near
P�ola�ne, the ground was found cracked above the north gallery of
M�rou wh�ch had fallen �n the day before; and on the follow�ng day
the ground subs�ded w�th�n the Voreux, shak�ng a corner of a suburb
to such an extent that two houses nearly d�sappeared.
Ét�enne and the delegates hes�tated to r�sk any steps w�thout
know�ng the d�rectors' �ntent�ons. Dansaert, whom they quest�oned,
avo�ded reply�ng: certa�nly, the m�sunderstand�ng was deplored, and
everyth�ng would be done to br�ng about an agreement; but he could
say noth�ng def�n�tely. At last, they dec�ded that they would go to M.



Hennebeau �n order to have reason on the�r s�de; for they d�d not
w�sh to be accused, later on, of hav�ng refused the Company an
opportun�ty of acknowledg�ng that �t had been �n the wrong. Only
they vowed to y�eld noth�ng and to ma�nta�n, �n sp�te of everyth�ng,
the�r terms, wh�ch were alone just.
The �nterv�ew took place on Tuesday morn�ng, when the settlement
was s�nk�ng �nto desperate wretchedness. It was less cord�al than
the f�rst �nterv�ew. Maheu was st�ll the speaker, and he expla�ned that
the�r mates had sent them to ask �f these gentlemen had anyth�ng
new to say. At f�rst M. Hennebeau affected surpr�se: no order had
reached h�m, noth�ng could be changed so long as the m�ners
pers�sted �n the�r detestable rebell�on; and th�s off�c�al st�ffness
produced the worst effects, so that �f the delegates had gone out of
the�r way to offer conc�l�at�on, the way �n wh�ch they were rece�ved
would only have served to make them more obst�nate. Afterwards
the manager tr�ed to seek a bas�s of mutual concess�on; thus, �f the
men would accept the separate payment for t�mber�ng, the Company
would ra�se that payment by the two cent�mes wh�ch they were
accused of prof�t�ng by. Bes�des, he added that he would take the
offer on h�mself, that noth�ng was settled, but that he flattered h�mself
he could obta�n th�s concess�on from Par�s. But the delegates
refused, and repeated the�r demands: the retent�on of the old
system, w�th a r�se of f�ve cent�mes a tram. Then he acknowledged
that he could treat w�th them at once, and urged them to accept �n
the name of the�r w�ves and l�ttle ones dy�ng of hunger. And w�th
eyes on the ground and st�ff heads they sa�d no, always no, w�th
f�erce v�gour. They separated curtly. M. Hennebeau banged the
doors. Ét�enne, Maheu, and the others went off stamp�ng w�th the�r
great heels on the pavement �n the mute rage of the vanqu�shed
pushed to extremes.
Towards two o'clock the women of the settlement, on the�r s�de,
made an appl�cat�on to Ma�grat. There was only th�s hope left, to
bend th�s man and to wrench from h�m another week's cred�t. The
�dea or�g�nated w�th Maheude, who often counted too much on
people's good-nature. She persuaded the Brulé and the Levaque to
accompany her; as to P�erronne, she excused herself, say�ng that



she could not leave P�erron, whose �llness st�ll cont�nued. Other
women jo�ned the band t�ll they numbered qu�te twenty. When the
�nhab�tants of Montsou saw them arr�ve, gloomy and wretched,
occupy�ng the whole w�dth of the road, they shook the�r heads
anx�ously. Doors were closed, and one lady h�d her plate. It was the
f�rst t�me they had been seen thus, and there could not be a worse
s�gn: usually everyth�ng was go�ng to ru�n when the women thus took
to the roads. At Ma�grat's there was a v�olent scene. At f�rst, he had
made them go �n, jeer�ng and pretend�ng to bel�eve that they had
come to pay the�r debts: that was n�ce of them to have agreed to
come and br�ng the money all at once. Then, as soon as Maheude
began to speak he pretended to be enraged. Were they mak�ng fun
of people? More cred�t! Then they wanted to turn h�m �nto the street?
No, not a s�ngle potato, not a s�ngle crumb of bread! And he told
them to be off to the grocer Verdonck, and to the bakers Carouble
and Smelten, s�nce they now dealt w�th them. The women l�stened
w�th t�m�d hum�l�ty, apolog�z�ng, and watch�ng h�s eyes to see �f he
would relent. He began to joke, offer�ng h�s shop to the Brulé �f she
would have h�m as a lover. They were all so cowardly that they
laughed at th�s; and the Levaque �mproved on �t, declar�ng that she
was w�ll�ng, she was. But he at once became abus�ve, and pushed
them towards the door. As they �ns�sted, suppl�antly, he treated one
brutally. The others on the pavement shouted that he had sold
h�mself to the Company, wh�le Maheude, w�th her arms �n the a�r, �n a
burst of aveng�ng �nd�gnat�on, cr�ed out for h�s death, excla�m�ng that
such a man d�d not deserve to eat.
The return to the settlement was melancholy. When the women
came back w�th empty hands, the men looked at them and then
lowered the�r heads. There was noth�ng more to be done, the day
would end w�thout a spoonful of soup; and the other days extended
�n an �cy shadow, w�thout a ray of hope. They had made up the�r
m�nds to �t, and no one spoke of surrender. Th�s excess of m�sery
made them st�ll more obst�nate, mute as tracked beasts, resolved to
d�e at the bottom of the�r hole rather than come out. Who would dare
to be f�rst to speak of subm�ss�on? They had sworn w�th the�r mates
to hold together, and hold together they would, as they held together
at the p�t when one of them was beneath a landsl�p. It was as �t



ought to be; �t was a good school for res�gnat�on down there. They
m�ght well t�ghten the�r belts for a week, when they had been
swallow�ng f�re and water ever s�nce they were twelve years of age;
and the�r devot�on was thus augmented by the pr�de of sold�ers, of
men proud of the�r profess�on, who �n the�r da�ly struggle w�th death
had ga�ned a pr�de �n sacr�f�ce.
W�th the Maheus �t was a terr�ble even�ng. They were all s�lent,
seated before the dy�ng f�re �n wh�ch the last c�nders were smok�ng.
After hav�ng empt�ed the mattresses, handful by handful, they had
dec�ded the day before to sell the clock for three francs and the room
seemed bare and dead now that the fam�l�ar t�ck-tack no longer f�lled
�t w�th sound. The only object of luxury now, �n the m�ddle of the
s�deboard, was the rose cardboard box, an old present from Maheu,
wh�ch Maheude treasured l�ke a jewel. The two good cha�rs had
gone; Father Bonnemort and the ch�ldren were squeezed together
on an old mossy bench brought �n from the garden. And the l�v�d
tw�l�ght now com�ng on seemed to �ncrease the cold.
"What's to be done?" repeated Maheude, crouch�ng down �n the
corner by the oven.
Ét�enne stood up, look�ng at the portra�ts of the Emperor and
Empress stuck aga�nst the wall. He would have torn them down long
s�nce �f the fam�ly had not preserved them for ornament. So he
murmured, w�th clenched teeth:
"And to th�nk that we can't get two sous out of these damned �d�ots,
who are watch�ng us starve!"
"If I were to take the box?" sa�d the woman, very pale, after some
hes�tat�on.
Maheu, seated on the edge of the table, w�th h�s legs dangl�ng and
h�s head on h�s chest, sat up.
"No! I won't have �t!"
Maheude pa�nfully rose and walked round the room. Good God! was
�t poss�ble that they were reduced to such m�sery? The cupboard
w�thout a crumb, noth�ng more to sell, no not�on where to get a loaf!
And the f�re, wh�ch was nearly out! She became angry w�th Alz�re,



whom she had sent �n the morn�ng to glean on the p�t-bank, and who
had come back w�th empty hands, say�ng that the Company would
not allow glean�ng. D�d �t matter a hang what the Company wanted?
As �f they were robb�ng any one by p�ck�ng up the b�ts of lost coal!
The l�ttle g�rl, �n despa�r, told how a man had threatened to h�t her;
then she prom�sed to go back next day, even �f she was beaten.
"And that �mp, Jeanl�n," cr�ed the mother; "where �s he now, I should
l�ke to know? He ought to have brought the salad; we can browse on
that l�ke beasts, at all events! You w�ll see, he won't come back.
Yesterday, too, he slept out. I don't know what he's up to; the rascal
always looks as though h�s belly were full."
"Perhaps," sa�d Ét�enne, "he p�cks up sous on the road."
She suddenly l�fted both f�sts fur�ously.
"If I knew that! My ch�ldren beg! I'd rather k�ll them and myself too."
Maheu had aga�n sunk down on the edge of the table. Lénore and
Henr�, aston�shed that they had noth�ng to eat, began to moan; wh�le
old Bonnemort, �n s�lence, ph�losoph�cally rolled h�s tongue �n h�s
mouth to dece�ve h�s hunger. No one spoke any more; all were
becom�ng benumbed beneath th�s aggravat�on of the�r ev�ls; the
grandfather, cough�ng and sp�tt�ng out the black phlegm, taken aga�n
by rheumat�sm wh�ch was turn�ng to dropsy; the father asthmat�c,
and w�th knees swollen w�th water; the mother and the l�ttle ones
scarred by scrofula and hered�tary anaem�a. No doubt the�r work
made th�s �nev�table; they only compla�ned when the lack of food
k�lled them off; and already they were fall�ng l�ke fl�es �n the
settlement. But someth�ng must be found for supper. My God! where
was �t to be found, what was to be done?
Then, �n the tw�l�ght, wh�ch made the room more and more gloomy
w�th �ts dark melancholy, Ét�enne, who had been hes�tat�ng for a
moment, at last dec�ded w�th ach�ng heart.
"Wa�t for me," he sa�d. "I'll go and see somewhere."
And he went out. The �dea of Mouquette had occurred to h�m. She
would certa�nly have a loaf, and would g�ve �t w�ll�ngly. It annoyed
h�m to be thus forced to return to Réqu�llart; th�s g�rl would k�ss h�s



hands w�th her a�r of an amorous servant; but one d�d not leave
one's fr�ends �n trouble; he would st�ll be k�nd w�th her �f need be.
"I w�ll go and look round, too," sa�d Maheude, �n her turn. "It's too
stup�d."
She reopened the door after the young man and closed �t v�olently,
leav�ng the others mot�onless and mute �n the fa�nt l�ght of a candle-
end wh�ch Alz�re had just l�ghted. Outs�de she stopped and thought
for a moment. Then she entered the Levaque's house.
"Tell me: I lent you a loaf the other day. Could you g�ve �t me back?"
But she stopped herself. What she saw was far from encourag�ng;
the house spoke of m�sery even more than her own.
The Levaque woman, w�th f�xed eyes, was gaz�ng �nto her burnt-out
f�re, wh�le Levaque, made drunk on h�s empty stomach by some na�l-
makers, was sleep�ng on the table. W�th h�s back to the wall,
Bouteloup was mechan�cally rubb�ng h�s shoulders w�th the
amazement of a good-natured fellow who has eaten up h�s sav�ngs,
and �s aston�shed at hav�ng to t�ghten h�s belt.
"A loaf! ah! my dear," repl�ed the Levaque woman, "I wanted to
borrow another from you!"
Then, as her husband groaned w�th pa�n �n h�s sleep, she pushed h�s
face aga�nst the table.
"Hold your row, bloody beast! So much the better �f �t burns your
guts! Instead of gett�ng people to pay for your dr�nks, you ought to
have asked twenty sous from a fr�end."
She went on rel�ev�ng herself by swear�ng, �n the m�dst of th�s d�rty
household, already abandoned so long that an unbearable smell was
exhal�ng from the floor. Everyth�ng m�ght smash up, she d�dn't care a
hang! Her son, that rascal Bébert, had also d�sappeared s�nce
morn�ng, and she shouted that �t would be a good r�ddance �f he
never came back. Then she sa�d that she would go to bed. At least
she could get warm. She hustled Bouteloup.
"Come along, up we go. The f�re's out. No need to l�ght the candle to
see the empty plates. Well, are you com�ng, Lou�s? I tell you that we



must go to bed. We can cuddle up together there, that's a comfort.
And let th�s damned drunkard d�e here of cold by h�mself!"
When she found herself outs�de aga�n, Maheude struck resolutely
across the gardens towards P�erron's house. She heard laughter. As
she knocked there was sudden s�lence. It was a full m�nute before
the door was opened.
"What! �s �t you?" excla�med P�erronne w�th affected surpr�se. "I
thought �t was the doctor."
W�thout allow�ng her to speak, she went on, po�nt�ng to P�erron, who
was seated before a large coal f�re:
"Ah! he makes no progress, he makes no progress at all. H�s face
looks all r�ght; �t's �n h�s belly that �t takes h�m. Then he must have
warmth. We burn all that we've got."
P�erron, �n fact, looked very well; h�s complex�on was good and h�s
flesh fat. It was �n va�n that he breathed hard �n order to play the s�ck
man. Bes�des, as Maheude came �n she perce�ved a strong smell of
rabb�t; they had certa�nly put the d�sh out of the way. There were
crumbs strewed over the table, and �n the very m�dst she saw a
forgotten bottle of w�ne.
"Mother has gone to Montsou to try and get a loaf," sa�d P�erronne
aga�n. "We are cool�ng our heels wa�t�ng for her."
But her vo�ce choked; she had followed her ne�ghbour's glance, and
her eyes also fell on the bottle. Immed�ately she began aga�n, and
narrated the story. Yes, �t was w�ne; the P�ola�ne people had brought
her that bottle for her man, who had been ordered by the doctor to
take claret. And her thankfulness poured forth �n a stream. What
good people they were! The young lady espec�ally; she was not
proud, go�ng �nto workpeople's houses and d�str�but�ng her char�t�es
herself.
"I see," sa�d Maheude; "I know them."
Her heart ached at the �dea that the good th�ngs always go to the
least poor. It was always so, and these P�ola�ne people had carr�ed



water to the r�ver. Why had she not seen them �n the settlement?
Perhaps, all the same, she m�ght have got someth�ng out of them.
"I came," she confessed at last, "to know �f there was more go�ng
w�th you than w�th us. Have you just a l�ttle verm�cell� by way of
loan?"
P�erronne expressed her gr�ef no�s�ly.
"Noth�ng at all, my dear. Not what you can call a gra�n of semol�na. If
mother hasn't come back, �t's because she hasn't succeeded. We
must go to bed supperless."
At th�s moment cry�ng was heard from the cellar, and she grew angry
and struck her f�st aga�nst the door. It was that gadabout Lyd�e,
whom she had shut up, she sa�d, to pun�sh her for not hav�ng
returned unt�l f�ve o'clock, after hav�ng been roam�ng about the whole
day. One could no longer keep her �n order; she was constantly
d�sappear�ng.
Maheude, however, rema�ned stand�ng; she could not make up her
m�nd to leave. Th�s large f�re f�lled her w�th a pa�nful sensat�on of
comfort; the thought that they were eat�ng there enlarged the vo�d �n
her stomach. Ev�dently they had sent away the old woman and shut
up the ch�ld, to blow themselves out w�th the�r rabb�t. Ah! whatever
people m�ght say, when a woman behaved �ll, that brought luck to
her house.
"Good n�ght," she sa�d, suddenly.
Outs�de n�ght had come on, and the moon beh�nd the clouds was
l�ght�ng up the earth w�th a dub�ous glow. Instead of travers�ng the
gardens aga�n, Maheude went round, despa�r�ng, afra�d to go home
aga�n. But along the dead frontages all the doors smelled of fam�ne
and sounded hollow. What was the good of knock�ng? There was
wretchedness everywhere. For weeks s�nce they had had noth�ng to
eat. Even the odour of on�on had gone, that strong odour wh�ch
revealed the settlement from afar across the country; now there was
noth�ng but the smell of old vaults, the dampness of holes �n wh�ch
noth�ng l�ves. Vague sounds were dy�ng out, st�fled tears, lost oaths;
and �n the s�lence wh�ch slowly grew heav�er one could hear the



sleep of hunger com�ng on, the collapse of bod�es thrown across
beds �n the n�ghtmares of empty bell�es.



As she passed before the church she saw a shadow sl�p rap�dly by.
A gleam of hope made her hasten, for she had recogn�zed the
Montsou pr�est, Abbé Jo�re, who sa�d mass on Sundays at the
settlement chapel. No doubt he had just come out of the sacr�sty,
where he had been called to settle some affa�r. W�th rounded back
he moved qu�ckly on, a fat meek man, anx�ous to l�ve at peace w�th
everybody. If he had come at n�ght �t must have been �n order not to
comprom�se h�mself among the m�ners. It was sa�d, too, that he had
just obta�ned promot�on. He had even been seen walk�ng about w�th
h�s successor, a lean man, w�th eyes l�ke l�ve coals.
"S�r, s�r!" stammered Maheude.
But he would not stop.
"Good n�ght, good n�ght, my good woman."
She found herself before her own door. Her legs would no longer
carry her, and she went �n.
No one had st�rred. Maheu st�ll sat dejected on the edge of the table.
Old Bonnemort and the l�ttle ones were huddled together on the
bench for the sake of warmth. And they had not sa�d a word, and the
candle had burnt so low that even l�ght would soon fa�l them. At the
sound of the door the ch�ldren turned the�r heads; but see�ng that
the�r mother brought noth�ng back, they looked down on the ground
aga�n, repress�ng the long�ng to cry, for fear of be�ng scolded.
Maheude fell back �nto her place near the dy�ng f�re. They asked her
no quest�ons, and the s�lence cont�nued. All had understood, and
they thought �t useless to weary themselves more by talk�ng; they
were now wa�t�ng, despa�r�ng and w�thout courage, �n the last
expectat�on that perhaps Ét�enne would unearth help somewhere.
The m�nutes went by, and at last they no longer reckoned on th�s.
When Ét�enne reappeared, he held a cloth conta�n�ng a dozen
potatoes, cooked but cold.
"That's all that I've found," he sa�d.
W�th Mouquette also bread was want�ng; �t was her d�nner wh�ch she
had forced h�m to take �n th�s cloth, k�ss�ng h�m w�th all her heart.



"Thanks," he sa�d to Maheude, who offered h�m h�s share; "I've eaten
over there."
It was not true, and he gloom�ly watched the ch�ldren throw
themselves on the food. The father and mother also restra�ned
themselves, �n order to leave more; but the old man greed�ly
swallowed everyth�ng. They had to take a potato away from h�m for
Alz�re.
Then Ét�enne sa�d that he had heard news. The Company, �rr�tated
by the obst�nacy of the str�kers, talked of g�v�ng back the�r cert�f�cates
to the comprom�sed m�ners. Certa�nly, the Company was for war.
And a more ser�ous rumour c�rculated: they boasted of hav�ng
persuaded a large number of men to go down aga�n. On the next
day the V�cto�re and Feutry-Cantel would be complete; even at
Madele�ne and M�rou there would be a th�rd of the men. The Maheus
were fur�ous.
"By God!" shouted the father, "�f there are tra�tors, we must settle
the�r account."
And stand�ng up, y�eld�ng to the fury of h�s suffer�ng:
"To-morrow even�ng, to the forest! S�nce they won't let us come to an
understand�ng at the Bon-Joyeux, we can be at home �n the forest!"
Th�s cry had aroused old Bonnemort, who had grown drowsy after
h�s gluttony. It was the old rally�ng-cry, the rendezvous where the
m�ners of old days used to plot the�r res�stance to the k�ng's sold�ers.
"Yes, yes, to Vandame! I'm w�th you �f you go there!"
Maheude made an energet�c gesture.
"We w�ll all go. That w�ll f�n�sh these �njust�ces and treacher�es."
Ét�enne dec�ded that the rendezvous should be announced to all the
settlements for the follow�ng even�ng. But the f�re was dead, as w�th
the Levaques, and the candle suddenly went out. There was no
more coal and no more o�l; they had to feel the�r way to bed �n the
�ntense cold wh�ch contracted the sk�n. The l�ttle ones were cry�ng.



CHAPTER VI

Jeanl�n was now well and able to walk; but h�s legs had un�ted so
badly that he l�mped on both the r�ght and left s�des, and moved w�th
the ga�t of a duck, though runn�ng as fast as formerly w�th the sk�ll of
a m�sch�evous and th�ev�ng an�mal.
On th�s even�ng, �n the dusk on the Réqu�llart road, Jeanl�n,
accompan�ed by h�s �nseparable fr�ends, Bébert and Lyd�e, was on
the watch. He had taken ambush �n a vacant space, beh�nd a pal�ng
oppos�te an obscure grocery shop, s�tuated at the corner of a lane.
An old woman who was nearly bl�nd d�splayed there three or four
sacks of lent�ls and har�cots, black w�th dust; and �t was an anc�ent
dr�ed codf�sh, hang�ng by the door and sta�ned w�th fly-blows, to
wh�ch h�s eyes were d�rected. Tw�ce already he had sent Bébert to
unhook �t. But each t�me someone had appeared at the bend �n the
road. Always �ntruders �n the way, one could not attend to one's
affa�rs.
A gentleman went by on horseback, and the ch�ldren flattened
themselves at the bottom of the pal�ng, for they recogn�zed M.
Hennebeau. S�nce the str�ke he was often thus seen along the
roads, r�d�ng alone am�d the rebell�ous settlements, ascerta�n�ng,
w�th qu�et courage, the cond�t�on of the country. And never had a
stone wh�stled by h�s ears; he only met men who were s�lent and
slow to salute h�m; most often he came upon lovers, who cared
noth�ng for pol�t�cs and took the�r f�ll of pleasure �n holes and corners.
He passed by on h�s trott�ng mare w�th head d�rected stra�ght
forward, so as to d�sturb nobody, wh�le h�s heart was swell�ng w�th an
unappeased des�re am�d th�s gormand�z�ng of free love. He d�st�nctly
saw these small rascals, the l�ttle boys on the l�ttle g�rl �n a heap.
Even the youngsters were already amus�ng themselves �n the�r
m�sery! H�s eyes grew mo�st, and he d�sappeared, s�tt�ng st�ffly on h�s
saddle, w�th h�s frock-coat buttoned up �n a m�l�tary manner.
"Damned luck!" sa�d Jeanl�n. "Th�s w�ll never f�n�sh. Go on, Bébert!
Hang on to �ts ta�l!"



But two men once more appeared, and the ch�ld aga�n st�fled an oath
when he heard the vo�ce of h�s brother Zachar�e narrat�ng to
Mouquet how he had d�scovered a two-franc p�ece sewn �nto one of
h�s w�fe's pett�coats. They both gr�nned w�th sat�sfact�on, slapp�ng
each other on the shoulder. Mouquet proposed a game of crosse for
the next day; they would leave the Avantage at two o'clock, and go
to the Monto�re s�de, near March�ennes. Zachar�e agreed. What was
the good of bother�ng over the str�ke? as well amuse oneself, s�nce
there's noth�ng to do. And they turned the corner of the road, when
Ét�enne, who was com�ng along the canal, stopped them and began
to talk.
"Are they go�ng to bed here?" sa�d Jeanl�n, �n exasperat�on. "Nearly
n�ght; the old woman w�ll be tak�ng �n her sacks."
Another m�ner came down towards Réqu�llart. Ét�enne went off w�th
h�m, and as they passed the pal�ng the ch�ld heard them speak of the
forest; they had been obl�ged to put off the rendezvous to the
follow�ng day, for fear of not be�ng able to announce �t �n one day to
all the settlements.
"I say, there," he wh�spered to h�s two mates, "the b�g affa�r �s for to-
morrow. We'll go, eh? We can get off �n the afternoon."
And the road be�ng at last free, he sent Bébert off.
"Courage! hang on to �ts ta�l. And look out! the old woman's got her
broom."
Fortunately the n�ght had grown dark. Bébert, w�th a leap, hung on to
the cod so that the str�ng broke. He ran away, wav�ng �t l�ke a k�te,
followed by the two others, all three gallop�ng. The woman came out
of her shop �n aston�shment, w�thout understand�ng or be�ng able to
d�st�ngu�sh th�s band now lost �n the darkness.
These scoundrels had become the terror of the country. They
gradually spread themselves over �t l�ke a horde of savages. At f�rst
they had been sat�sf�ed w�th the yard at the Voreux, tumbl�ng �nto the
stock of coal, from wh�ch they would emerge look�ng l�ke Negroes,
play�ng at h�de-and-seek am�d the supply of wood, �n wh�ch they lost
themselves as �n the depths of a v�rg�n forest. Then they had taken



the p�t-bank by assault; they would seat themselves on �t and sl�de
down the bare port�ons st�ll bo�l�ng w�th �nter�or f�res; they gl�ded
among the br�ers �n the older parts, h�d�ng for the whole day,
occup�ed �n the qu�et l�ttle games of m�sch�evous m�ce. And they
were constantly enlarg�ng the�r conquests, scuffl�ng among the p�les
of br�cks unt�l blood came, runn�ng about the f�elds and eat�ng
w�thout bread all sorts of m�lky herbs, search�ng the banks of the
canals to take f�sh from the mud and swallow them raw and push�ng
st�ll farther, they travelled for k�lometres as far as the th�ckets of
Vandame, under wh�ch they gorged themselves w�th strawberr�es �n
the spr�ng, w�th nuts and b�lberr�es �n summer. Soon the �mmense
pla�n belonged to them.
What drove them thus from Montsou to March�ennes, constantly on
the roads w�th the eyes of young wolves, was the grow�ng love of
plunder. Jeanl�n rema�ned the capta�n of these exped�t�ons, lead�ng
the troop on to all sorts of prey, ravag�ng the on�on f�elds, p�llag�ng
the orchards, attack�ng shop w�ndows. In the country, people
accused the m�ners on str�ke, and talked of a vast organ�zed band.
One day, even, he had forced Lyd�e to steal from her mother, and
made her br�ng h�m two dozen st�cks of barley-sugar, wh�ch
P�erronne kept �n a bottle on one of the boards �n her w�ndow; and
the l�ttle g�rl, who was well beaten, had not betrayed h�m because
she trembled so before h�s author�ty. The worst was that he always
gave h�mself the l�on's share. Bébert also had to br�ng h�m the booty,
happy �f the capta�n d�d not h�t h�m and keep �t all.
For some t�me Jeanl�n had abused h�s author�ty. He would beat Lyd�e
as one beats one's lawful w�fe, and he prof�ted by Bébert's credul�ty
to send h�m on unpleasant adventures, amused at mak�ng a fool of
th�s b�g boy, who was stronger than h�mself, and could have knocked
h�m over w�th a blow of h�s f�st. He felt contempt for both of them and
treated them as slaves, tell�ng them that he had a pr�ncess for h�s
m�stress and that they were unworthy to appear before her. And, �n
fact, dur�ng the past week he would suddenly d�sappear at the end of
a road or a turn�ng �n a path, no matter where �t m�ght be, after
hav�ng ordered them w�th a terr�ble a�r to go back to the settlement.
But f�rst he would pocket the booty.



Th�s was what happened on the present occas�on.
"G�ve �t up," he sa�d, snatch�ng the cod from h�s mate's hands when
they stopped, all three, at a bend �n the road near Réqu�llart.
Bébert protested.
"I want some, you know. I took �t."
"Eh! what!" he cr�ed. "You'll have some �f I g�ve you some. Not to-
n�ght, sure enough; to-morrow, �f there's any left."
He pushed Lyd�e, and placed both of them �n l�ne l�ke sold�ers
shoulder�ng arms. Then, pass�ng beh�nd them:
"Now, you must stay there f�ve m�nutes w�thout turn�ng. By God! �f
you do turn, there w�ll be beasts that w�ll eat you up. And then you
w�ll go stra�ght back, and �f Bébert touches Lyd�e on the way, I shall
know �t and I shall h�t you."
Then he d�sappeared �n the shadow, so l�ghtly that the sound of h�s
naked feet could not be heard. The two ch�ldren rema�ned
mot�onless for the f�ve m�nutes w�thout look�ng round, for fear of
rece�v�ng a blow from the �nv�s�ble. Slowly a great affect�on had
grown up between them �n the�r common terror. He was always
th�nk�ng of tak�ng her and press�ng her very t�ght between h�s arms,
as he had seen others do and she, too, would have l�ked �t, for �t
would have been a change for her to be so n�cely caressed. But
ne�ther of them would have allowed themselves to d�sobey. When
they went away, although the n�ght was very dark, they d�d not even
k�ss each other; they walked s�de by s�de, tender and despa�r�ng,
certa�n that �f they touched one another the capta�n would str�ke
them from beh�nd.
Ét�enne, at the same hour, had entered Réqu�llart. The even�ng
before Mouquette had begged h�m to return, and he returned,
ashamed, feel�ng an �ncl�nat�on wh�ch he refused to acknowledge, for
th�s g�rl who adored h�m l�ke a Chr�st. It was, bes�des, w�th the
�ntent�on of break�ng �t off. He would see her, he would expla�n to her
that she ought no longer to pursue h�m, on account of the mates. It
was not a t�me for pleasure; �t was d�shonest to amuse oneself thus
when people were dy�ng of hunger. And not hav�ng found her at



home, he had dec�ded to wa�t and watch the shadows of the
passers-by.
Beneath the ru�ned steeple the old shaft opened, half blocked up.
Above the black hole a beam stood erect, and w�th a fragment of
roof at the top �t had the prof�le of a gallows; �n the broken wall�ng of
the curbs stood two trees—a mounta�n ash and a plane—wh�ch
seemed to grow from the depths of the earth. It was a corner of
abandoned w�ldness, the grassy and f�brous entry of a gulf,
embarrassed w�th old wood, planted w�th hawthorns and sloe-trees,
wh�ch were peopled �n the spr�ng by warblers �n the�r nests. W�sh�ng
to avo�d the great expense of keep�ng �t up, the Company, for the last
ten years, had proposed to f�ll up th�s dead p�t; but they were wa�t�ng
to �nstall an a�r-shaft �n the Voreux, for the vent�lat�on furnace of the
two p�ts, wh�ch commun�cated, was placed at the foot of Réqu�llart,
of wh�ch the former w�nd�ng-shaft served as a condu�t. They were
content to consol�date the tubb�ng by beams placed across,
prevent�ng extract�on, and they had neglected the upper galler�es to
watch only over the lower gallery, �n wh�ch blazed the furnace, the
enormous coal f�re, w�th so powerful a draught that the rush of a�r
produced the w�nd of a tempest from one end to the other of the
ne�ghbour�ng m�ne. As a precaut�on, �n order that they could st�ll go
up and down, the order had been g�ven to furn�sh the shaft w�th
ladders; only, as no one took charge of them, the ladders were
rott�ng w�th dampness, and �n some places had already g�ven way.
Above, a large br�er stopped the entry of the passage, and, as the
f�rst ladder had lost some rungs, �t was necessary, �n order to reach
�t, to hang on to a root of the mounta�n ash, and then to take one's
chance and drop �nto the blackness.
Ét�enne was wa�t�ng pat�ently, h�dden beh�nd a bush, when he heard
a long rustl�ng among the branches. He thought at f�rst that �t was the
scared fl�ght of a snake. But the sudden gleam of a match
aston�shed h�m, and he was stupef�ed on recogn�z�ng Jeanl�n, who
was l�ght�ng a candle and bury�ng h�mself �n the earth. He was
se�zed w�th cur�os�ty, and approached the hole; the ch�ld had
d�sappeared, and a fa�nt gleam came from the second ladder.
Ét�enne hes�tated a moment, and then let h�mself go, hold�ng on to



the roots. He thought for a moment that he was about to fall down
the whole f�ve hundred and e�ghty metres of the m�ne, but at last he
felt a rung, and descended gently. Jeanl�n had ev�dently heard
noth�ng. Ét�enne constantly saw the l�ght s�nk�ng beneath h�m, wh�le
the l�ttle one's shadow, colossal and d�sturb�ng, danced w�th the
deformed ga�t of h�s d�storted l�mbs. He k�cked h�s legs about w�th
the sk�ll of a monkey, catch�ng on w�th hands, feet, or ch�n where the
rungs were want�ng. Ladders, seven metres �n length, followed one
another, some st�ll f�rm, others shaky, y�eld�ng and almost broken;
the steps were narrow and green, so rotten that one seemed to walk
�n moss; and as one went down the heat grew suffocat�ng, the heat
of an oven proceed�ng from the a�r-shaft wh�ch was, fortunately, not
very act�ve now the str�ke was on, or when the furnace devoured �ts
f�ve thousand k�lograms of coal a day, one could not have r�sked
oneself here w�thout scorch�ng one's ha�r.
"What a dammed l�ttle toad!" excla�med Ét�enne �n a st�fled vo�ce;
"where the dev�l �s he go�ng to?"
Tw�ce he had nearly fallen. H�s feet sl�d on the damp wood. If he had
only had a candle l�ke the ch�ld! but he struck h�mself every m�nute;
he was only gu�ded by the vague gleam that fled beneath h�m. He
had already reached the twent�eth ladder, and the descent st�ll
cont�nued. Then he counted them: twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-
three, and he st�ll went down and down. H�s head seemed to be
swell�ng w�th the heat, and he thought that he was fall�ng �nto a
furnace. At last he reached a land�ng-place, and he saw the candle
go�ng off along a gallery. Th�rty ladders, that made about two
hundred and ten metres.
"Is he go�ng to drag me about long?" he thought. "He must be go�ng
to bury h�mself �n the stable."
But on the left, the path wh�ch led to the stable was closed by a
landsl�p. The journey began aga�n, now more pa�nful and more
dangerous. Fr�ghtened bats flew about and clung to the roof of the
gallery. He had to hasten so as not to lose s�ght of the l�ght; only
where the ch�ld passed w�th ease, w�th the suppleness of a serpent,
he could not gl�de through w�thout bru�s�ng h�s l�mbs. Th�s gallery,



l�ke all the older passages, was narrow, and grew narrower every
day from the constant fall of so�l; at certa�n places �t was a mere tube
wh�ch would eventually be effaced. In th�s strangl�ng labour the torn
and broken wood became a per�l, threaten�ng to saw �nto h�s flesh, or
to run h�m through w�th the po�nts of spl�nters, sharp as swords. He
could only advance w�th precaut�on, on h�s knees or belly, feel�ng �n
the darkness before h�m. Suddenly a band of rats stamped over h�m,
runn�ng from h�s neck to h�s feet �n the�r gallop�ng fl�ght.
"Blast �t all! haven't we got to the end yet?" he grumbled, w�th ach�ng
back and out of breath.
They were there. At the end of a k�lometre the tube enlarged, they
reached a part of the gallery wh�ch was adm�rably preserved. It was
the end of the old haulage passage cut across the bed l�ke a natural
grotto. He was obl�ged to stop, he saw the ch�ld afar, plac�ng h�s
candle between two stones, and putt�ng h�mself at ease w�th the
qu�et and rel�eved a�r of a man who �s glad to be at home aga�n. Th�s
gallery-end was completely changed �nto a comfortable dwell�ng. In a
corner on the ground a p�le of hay made a soft couch; on some old
planks, placed l�ke a table, there were bread, potatoes, and bottles of
g�n already opened; �t was a real br�gand's cavern, w�th booty p�led
up for weeks, even useless booty l�ke soap and black�ng, stolen for
the pleasure of steal�ng. And the ch�ld, qu�te alone �n the m�dst of th�s
plunder, was enjoy�ng �t l�ke a self�sh br�gand.
"I say, then, �s th�s how you make fun of people?" cr�ed Ét�enne,
when he had breathed for a moment. "You come and gorge yourself
here, when we are dy�ng of hunger up above?"
Jeanl�n, astounded, was trembl�ng. But recogn�z�ng the young man,
he qu�ckly grew calm.
"W�ll you come and d�ne w�th me?" he sa�d at last. "Eh? a b�t of
gr�lled cod? You shall see."
He had not let go h�s cod, and he began to scrape off the fly-blows
properly w�th a f�ne new kn�fe, one of those l�ttle dagger kn�ves, w�th
bone handles, on wh�ch mottoes are �nscr�bed. Th�s one s�mply bore
the word "Amour."



"You have a f�ne kn�fe," remarked Ét�enne.
"It's a present from Lyd�e," repl�ed Jeanl�n, who neglected to add that
Lyd�e had stolen �t, by h�s orders, from a huckster at Montsou,
stat�oned before the Tête-Coupée Bar.
Then, as he st�ll scraped, he added proudly:
"Isn't �t comfortable �n my house? It's a b�t warmer than up above,
and �t feels a lot better!"
Ét�enne had seated h�mself, and was amused �n mak�ng h�m talk. He
was no longer angry, he felt �nterested �n th�s debauched ch�ld, who
was so brave and so �ndustr�ous �n h�s v�ces. And, �n fact, he tasted a
certa�n comfort �n the bottom of th�s hole; the heat was not too great,
an equal temperature re�gned here at all seasons, the warmth of a
bath, wh�le the rough December w�nd was chapp�ng the sk�ns of the
m�serable people on the earth. As they grew old, the galler�es
became pur�f�ed from nox�ous gases, all the f�re-damp had gone, and
one only smelled now the odour of old fermented wood, a subtle
ethereal odour, as �f sharpened w�th a dash of cloves. Th�s wood,
bes�des, had become cur�ous to look at, w�th a yellow�sh pallor of
marble, fr�nged w�th wh�t�sh thread lace, flaky vegetat�ons wh�ch
seemed to drape �t w�th an embro�dery of s�lk and pearls. In other
places the t�mber was br�stl�ng w�th toadstools. And there were fl�ghts
of wh�te butterfl�es, snowy fl�es and sp�ders, a decolor�zed populat�on
for ever �gnorant of the sun.
"Then you're not afra�d?" asked Ét�enne.
Jeanl�n looked at h�m �n aston�shment.
"Afra�d of what? I am qu�te alone."
But the cod was at last scraped. He l�ghted a l�ttle f�re of wood,
brought out the pan and gr�lled �t. Then he cut a loaf �nto two. It was
a terr�bly salt feast, but exqu�s�te all the same for strong stomachs.
Ét�enne had accepted h�s share.
"I am not aston�shed you get fat, wh�le we are all grow�ng lean. Do
you know that �t �s beastly to stuff yourself l�ke th�s? And the others?
you don't th�nk of them!"



"Oh! why are the others such fools?"
"Well, you're r�ght to h�de yourself, for �f your father knew you stole
he would settle you."
"What! when the bourgeo�s are steal�ng from us! It's you who are
always say�ng so. If I nabbed th�s loaf at Ma�grat's you may be pretty
sure �t's a loaf he owed us."
The young man was s�lent, w�th h�s mouth full, and felt troubled. He
looked at h�m, w�th h�s muzzle, h�s green eyes, h�s large ears, a
degenerate abort�on, w�th an obscure �ntell�gence and savage
cunn�ng, slowly sl�pp�ng back �nto the an�mal�ty of old. The m�ne
wh�ch had made h�m had just f�n�shed h�m by break�ng h�s legs.
"And Lyd�e?" asked Ét�enne aga�n; "do you br�ng her here
somet�mes?"
Jeanl�n laughed contemptuously.
"The l�ttle one? Ah, no, not I; women blab."
And he went on laugh�ng, f�lled w�th �mmense d�sda�n for Lyd�e and
Bébert. Who had ever seen such boob�es? To th�nk that they
swallowed all h�s humbug, and went away w�th empty hands wh�le
he ate the cod �n th�s warm place, t�ckled h�s s�des w�th amusement.
Then he concluded, w�th the grav�ty of a l�ttle ph�losopher:
"Much better be alone, then there's no fall�ng out."
Ét�enne had f�n�shed h�s bread. He drank a gulp of the g�n. For a
moment he asked h�mself �f he ought not to make a bad return for
Jeanl�n's hosp�tal�ty by br�ng�ng h�m up to dayl�ght by the ear, and
forb�dd�ng h�m to plunder any more by the threat of tell�ng everyth�ng
to h�s father. But as he exam�ned th�s deep retreat, an �dea occurred
to h�m. Who knows �f there m�ght not be need for �t, e�ther for mates
or for h�mself, �n case th�ngs should come to the worst up above! He
made the ch�ld swear not to sleep out, as had somet�mes happened
when he forgot h�mself �n h�s hay, and tak�ng a candle-end, he went
away f�rst, leav�ng h�m to pursue qu�etly h�s domest�c affa�rs.
Mouquette, seated on a beam �n sp�te of the great cold, had grown
desperate �n wa�t�ng for h�m. When she saw h�m she leapt on to h�s



neck; and �t was as though he had plunged a kn�fe �nto her heart
when he sa�d that he w�shed to see her no more. Good God! why?
D�d she not love h�m enough? Fear�ng to y�eld to the des�re to enter
w�th her, he drew her towards the road, and expla�ned to her as
gently as poss�ble that she was comprom�s�ng h�m �n the eyes of h�s
mates, that she was comprom�s�ng the pol�t�cal cause. She was
aston�shed; what had that got to do w�th pol�t�cs? At last the thought
occurred to her that he blushed at be�ng seen w�th her. She was not
wounded, however; �t was qu�te natural; and she proposed that he
should rebuff her before people, so as to seem to have broken w�th
her. But he would see her just once somet�mes. In d�stract�on she
�mplored h�m; she swore to keep out of s�ght; she would not keep
h�m f�ve m�nutes. He was touched, but st�ll refused. It was necessary.
Then, as he left her, he w�shed at least to k�ss her. They had
gradually reached the f�rst houses of Montsou, and were stand�ng
w�th the�r arms round one another beneath a large round moon,
when a woman passed near them w�th a sudden start, as though she
had knocked aga�nst a stone.
"Who �s that?" asked Ét�enne, anx�ously.
"It's Cather�ne," repl�ed Mouquette. "She's com�ng back from Jean-
Bart."
The woman now was go�ng away, w�th lowered head and feeble
l�mbs, look�ng very t�red. And the young man gazed at her, �n despa�r
at hav�ng been seen by her, h�s heart ach�ng w�th an unreasonable
remorse. Had she not been w�th a man? Had she not made h�m
suffer w�th the same suffer�ng here, on th�s Réqu�llart road, when she
had g�ven herself to that man? But, all the same, he was gr�eved to
have done the l�ke to her.
"Shall I tell you what �t �s?" wh�spered Mouquette, �n tears, as she left
h�m. "If you don't want me �t's because you want someone else."
On the next day the weather was superb; �t was one of those clear
frosty days, the beaut�ful w�nter days when the hard earth r�ngs l�ke
crystal beneath the feet. Jeanl�n had gone off at one o'clock, but he
had to wa�t for Bébert beh�nd the church, and they nearly set out
w�thout Lyd�e, whose mother had aga�n shut her up �n the cellar, and



only now l�berated her to put a basket on her arm, tell�ng her that �f
she d�d not br�ng �t back full of dandel�ons she should be shut up w�th
the rats all n�ght long. She was fr�ghtened, therefore, and w�shed to
go at once for salad. Jeanl�n d�ssuaded her; they would see later on.
For a long t�me Poland, Rasseneur's b�g rabb�t, had attracted h�s
attent�on. He was pass�ng before the Avantage when, just then, the
rabb�t came out on to the road. W�th a leap he se�zed her by the
ears, stuffed her �nto the l�ttle g�rl's basket, and all three rushed
away. They would amuse themselves f�nely by mak�ng her run l�ke a
dog as far as the forest.
But they stopped to gaze at Zachar�e and Mouquet, who, after
hav�ng drunk a glass w�th two other mates, had begun the�r b�g game
of crosse. The stake was a new cap and a red handkerch�ef,
depos�ted w�th Rasseneur. The four players, two aga�nst two, were
b�dd�ng for the f�rst turn from the Voreux to the Pa�llot farm, nearly
three k�lometres; and �t was Zachar�e who won, w�th seven strokes,
wh�le Mouquet requ�red e�ght. They had placed the ball, the l�ttle
boxwood egg, on the pavement w�th one end up. Each was hold�ng
h�s crosse, the mallet w�th �ts bent �ron, long handle, and t�ght-strung
network. Two o'clock struck as they set out. Zachar�e, �n a masterly
manner, at h�s f�rst stroke, composed of a ser�es of three, sent the
ball more than four hundred yards across the beetroot f�elds; for �t
was forb�dden to play �n the v�llages and on the streets, where
people m�ght be k�lled. Mouquet, who was also a good player, sent
off the ball w�th so v�gorous an arm that h�s s�ngle stroke brought the
ball a hundred and f�fty metres beh�nd. And the game went on,
backwards and forwards, always runn�ng, the�r feet bru�sed by the
frozen r�dges of the ploughed f�elds.
At f�rst Jeanl�n, Bébert, and Lyd�e had trotted beh�nd the players,
del�ghted w�th the�r v�gorous strokes. Then they remembered Poland,
whom they were shak�ng up �n the basket; and, leav�ng the game �n
the open country, they took out the rabb�t, �nqu�s�t�ve to see how fast
she could run. She went off, and they fled after her; �t was a chase
last�ng an hour at full speed, w�th constant turns, w�th shouts to
fr�ghten her, and arms opened and closed on empt�ness. If she had



not been at the beg�nn�ng of pregnancy they would never have
caught her aga�n.
As they were pant�ng the sound of oaths made them turn the�r
heads. They had just come upon the crosse party aga�n, and
Zachar�e had nearly spl�t open h�s brother's skull. The players were
now at the�r fourth turn. From the Pa�llot farm they had gone off to
the Quatre-Chem�ns, then from the Quatre-Chem�ns to Monto�re;
and now they were go�ng �n s�x strokes from Monto�re to Pré-des-
Vaches. That made two leagues and a half �n an hour; and, bes�des,
they had had dr�nks at the Estam�net V�ncent and at the Tro�s-Sages
Bar. Mouquet th�s t�me was ahead. He had two more strokes to play,
and h�s v�ctory was certa�n, when Zachar�e, gr�nn�ng as he ava�led
h�mself of h�s pr�v�lege, played w�th so much sk�ll that the ball rolled
�nto a deep p�t. Mouquet's partner could not get �t out; �t was a
d�saster. All four shouted; the party was exc�ted, for they were neck
to neck; �t was necessary to beg�n aga�n. From the Pré-des-Vaches �t
was not two k�lometres to the po�nt of Herbes-Rousses, �n f�ve
strokes. There they would refresh themselves at Lerenard's.
But Jeanl�n had an �dea. He let them go on, and pulled out of h�s
pocket a p�ece of str�ng wh�ch he t�ed to one of Poland's legs, the left
h�nd leg. And �t was very amus�ng. The rabb�t ran before the three
young rascals, waddl�ng along �n such an extraord�nary manner that
they had never laughed so much before. Afterwards they fastened �t
round her neck, and let her run off; and, as she grew t�red, they
dragged her on her belly or on her back, just l�ke a l�ttle carr�age.
That lasted for more than an hour. She was moan�ng when they
qu�ckly put her back �nto the basket, near the wood at Cruchot, on
hear�ng the players whose game they had once more came across.
Zachar�e, Mouquet, and the two others were gett�ng over the
k�lometres, w�th no other rest than the t�me for a dr�nk at all the �nns
wh�ch they had f�xed on as the�r goals. From the Herbes-Rousses
they had gone on to Buchy, then to Cro�x-de-P�erre, then to
Chamblay. The earth rang beneath the helter-skelter of the�r feet,
rush�ng unt�r�ngly after the ball, wh�ch bounded over the �ce; the
weather was good, they d�d not fall �n, they only ran the r�sk of
break�ng the�r legs. In the dry a�r the great crosse blows exploded



l�ke f�rearms. The�r muscular hands grasped the strung handle; the�r
ent�re bod�es were bent forward, as though to slay an ox. And th�s
went on for hours, from one end of the pla�n to the other, over
d�tches and hedges and the slopes of the road, the low walls of the
enclosures. One needed to have good bellows �n one's chest and
�ron h�nges �n one's knees. The p�kemen thus rubbed off the rust of
the m�ne w�th �mpass�oned zeal. There were some so enthus�ast�c at
twenty-f�ve that they could do ten leagues. At forty they played no
more; they were too heavy.
F�ve o'clock struck; the tw�l�ght was already com�ng on. One more
turn to the Forest of Vandame, to dec�de who had ga�ned the cap
and the handkerch�ef. And Zachar�e joked, w�th h�s chaff�ng
�nd�fference for pol�t�cs; �t would be f�ne to tumble down over there �n
the m�dst of the mates. As to Jeanl�n, ever s�nce leav�ng the
settlement he had been a�m�ng at the forest, though apparently only
scour�ng the f�elds. W�th an �nd�gnant gesture he threatened Lyd�e,
who was full of remorse and fear, and talked of go�ng back to the
Voreux to gather dandel�ons. Were they go�ng to abandon the
meet�ng? he wanted to know what the old people would say. He
pushed Bébert, and proposed to enl�ven the end of the journey as far
as the trees by detach�ng Poland and pursu�ng her w�th stones. H�s
real �dea was to k�ll her; he wanted to take her off and eat her at the
bottom of h�s hole at Réqu�llart. The rabb�t ran ahead, w�th nose �n
the a�r and ears back; a stone grazed her back, another cut her ta�l,
and, �n sp�te of the grow�ng darkness, she would have been done for
�f the young rogues had not not�ced Ét�enne and Maheu stand�ng �n
the m�ddle of a glade. They threw themselves on the an�mal �n
desperat�on, and put her back �n the basket. Almost at the same
m�nute Zachar�e, Mouquet, and the two others, w�th the�r last blow at
crosse, drove the ball w�th�n a few metres of the glade. They all
came �nto the m�dst of the rendezvous.
Through the whole country, by the roads and pathways of the flat
pla�n, ever s�nce tw�l�ght, there had been a long process�on, a
rustl�ng of s�lent shadows, mov�ng separately or �n groups towards
the v�olet th�ckets of the forest. Every settlement was empt�ed, the
women and ch�ldren themselves set out as �f for a walk beneath the



great clear sky. Now the roads were grow�ng dark; th�s walk�ng
crowd, all gl�d�ng towards the same goal, could no longer be
d�st�ngu�shed. But one felt �t, the confused tramp�ng moved by one
soul. Between the hedges, among the bushes, there was only a l�ght
rustl�ng, a vague rumour of the vo�ces of the n�ght.
M. Hennebeau, who was at th�s hour return�ng home mounted on h�s
mare, l�stened to these vague sounds. He had met couples, long
rows of strollers, on th�s beaut�ful w�nter n�ght. More lovers, who
were go�ng to take the�r pleasure, mouth to mouth, beh�nd the walls.
Was �t not what he always met, g�rls tumbled over at the bottom of
every d�tch, beggars who crammed themselves w�th the only joy that
cost noth�ng? And these fools compla�ned of l�fe, when they could
take the�r supreme f�ll of th�s happ�ness of love! W�ll�ngly would he
have starved as they d�d �f he could beg�n l�fe aga�n w�th a woman
who would g�ve herself to h�m on a heap of stones, w�th all her
strength and all her heart. H�s m�sfortune was w�thout consolat�on,
and he env�ed these wretches. W�th lowered head he went back,
r�d�ng h�s horse at a slackened pace, rendered desperate by these
long sounds, lost �n the depth of the black country, �n wh�ch he heard
only k�sses.

CHAPTER VII

It was the Plan-des-Dames, that vast glade just opened up by the
fell�ng of trees. It spread out �n a gentle slope, surrounded by tall
th�ckets and superb beeches w�th stra�ght regular trunks, wh�ch
formed a wh�te colonnade patched w�th green l�chens; fallen g�ants
were also ly�ng �n the grass, wh�le on the left a mass of logs formed a
geometr�cal cube. The cold was sharpen�ng w�th the tw�l�ght and the
frozen moss crackled beneath the feet. There was black darkness on
the earth wh�le the tall branches showed aga�nst the pale sky, where
a full moon com�ng above the hor�zon would soon ext�ngu�sh the
stars.



Nearly three thousand coll�ers had come to the rendezvous, a
swarm�ng crowd of men, women, and ch�ldren, gradually f�ll�ng the
glade and spread�ng out afar beneath the trees. Late arr�vals were
st�ll com�ng up, a flood of heads drowned �n shadow and stretch�ng
as far as the ne�ghbour�ng copses. A rumbl�ng arose from them, l�ke
that of a storm, �n th�s mot�onless and frozen forest.
At the top, dom�nat�ng the slope, Ét�enne stood w�th Rasseneur and
Maheu. A quarrel had broken out, one could hear the�r vo�ces �n
sudden bursts. Near them some men were l�sten�ng: Levaque, w�th
clenched f�sts; P�erron, turn�ng h�s back and much annoyed that he
had no longer been able to fe�gn a fever. There were also Father
Bonnemort and old Mouque, seated s�de by s�de on a stump, lost �n
deep med�tat�on. Then beh�nd were the chaffers, Zachar�e, Mouquet,
and others who had come to make fun of the th�ng; wh�le gathered
together �n a very d�fferent sp�r�t the women �n a group were as
ser�ous as �f at church. Maheude s�lently shook her head at the
Levaque woman's muttered oaths. Ph�loméne was cough�ng, her
bronch�t�s hav�ng come back w�th the w�nter. Only Mouquette was
show�ng her teeth w�th laughter, amused at the way �n wh�ch Mother
Brulé was abus�ng her daughter, an unnatural creature who had sent
her away that she m�ght gorge herself w�th rabb�t, a creature who
had sold herself and who fattened on her man's coward�ce. And
Jeanl�n had planted h�mself on the p�le of wood, ho�st�ng up Lyd�e
and mak�ng Bébert follow h�m, all three h�gher up �n the a�r than any
one else.
The quarrel was ra�sed by Rasseneur, who w�shed to proceed
formally to the elect�on of off�cers. He was enraged by h�s defeat at
the Bon-Joyeux, and had sworn to have h�s revenge, for he flattered
h�mself that he could rega�n h�s old author�ty when he was once face
to face, not w�th the delegates, but w�th the m�ners themselves.
Ét�enne was d�sgusted, and thought the �dea of off�cers was
r�d�culous �n th�s forest. They ought to act �n a revolut�onary fash�on,
l�ke savages, s�nce they were tracked l�ke wolves.
As the d�spute threatened to drag on, he took possess�on of the
crowd at once by jump�ng on to the trunk of a tree and shout�ng:



"Comrades! comrades!"
The confused roar of the crowd d�ed down �nto a long s�gh, wh�le
Maheu st�fled Rasseneur's protestat�ons. Ét�enne went on �n a loud
vo�ce.
"Comrades, s�nce they forb�d us to speak, s�nce they send the pol�ce
after us as �f we were robbers, we have come to talk here! Here we
are free, we are at home. No one can s�lence us any more than they
can s�lence the b�rds and beasts!"
A thunder of cr�es and exclamat�ons responded to h�m.
"Yes, yes! the forest �s ours, we can talk here. Go on."
Then Ét�enne stood for a moment mot�onless on the tree-trunk. The
moon, st�ll beneath the hor�zon, only l�t up the topmost branches, and
the crowd, rema�n�ng �n the darkness, stood above �t at the top of the
slope l�ke a bar of shadow.
He ra�sed h�s arm w�th a slow movement and began. But h�s vo�ce
was not f�erce; he spoke �n the cold tones of a s�mple envoy of the
people, who was render�ng h�s account. He was del�ver�ng the
d�scourse wh�ch the comm�ss�oner of pol�ce had cut short at the Bon-
Joyeux; and he began by a rap�d h�story of the str�ke, affect�ng a
certa�n sc�ent�f�c eloquence—facts, noth�ng but facts. At f�rst he
spoke of h�s d�sl�ke to the str�ke; the m�ners had not des�red �t, �t was
the management wh�ch had provoked �t w�th the new t�mber�ng tar�ff.
Then he recalled the f�rst step taken by the delegates �n go�ng to the
manager, the bad fa�th of the d�rectors; and, later on, the second
step, the tardy concess�on, the ten cent�mes g�ven up, after the
attempt to rob them. Now he showed by f�gures the exhaust�on of the
Prov�dent Fund, and po�nted out the use that had been made of the
help sent, br�efly excus�ng the Internat�onal, Pluchart and the others,
for not be�ng able to do more for them �n the m�dst of the cares of
the�r conquest of the world. So the s�tuat�on was gett�ng worse every
day; the Company was g�v�ng back cert�f�cates and threaten�ng to
h�re men from Belg�um; bes�des, �t was �nt�m�dat�ng the weak, and
had forced a certa�n number of m�ners to go down aga�n. He
preserved h�s monotonous vo�ce, as �f to �ns�st on the bad news; he



sa�d that hunger was v�ctor�ous, that hope was dead, and that the
struggle had reached the last fever�sh efforts of courage. And then
he suddenly concluded, w�thout ra�s�ng h�s vo�ce:
"It �s �n these c�rcumstances, mates, that you have to take a dec�s�on
to-n�ght. Do you want the str�ke to go on? and �f so, what do you
expect to do to beat the Company?"
A deep s�lence fell from the starry sky. The crowd, wh�ch could not
be seen, was s�lent �n the n�ght beneath these words wh�ch choked
every heart, and a s�gh of despa�r could be heard through the trees.
But Ét�enne was already cont�nu�ng, w�th a change �n h�s vo�ce. It
was no longer the secretary of the assoc�at�on who was speak�ng; �t
was the ch�ef of a band, the apostle who was br�ng�ng truth. Could �t
be that any were cowardly enough to go back on the�r word? What!
They were to suffer �n va�n for a month, and then to go back to the
p�ts, w�th lowered heads, so that the everlast�ng wretchedness m�ght
beg�n over aga�n! Would �t not be better to d�e at once �n the effort to
destroy th�s tyranny of cap�tal, wh�ch was starv�ng the worker?
Always to subm�t to hunger up to the moment when hunger w�ll aga�n
throw the calmest �nto revolt, was �t not a fool�sh game wh�ch could
not go on for ever? And he po�nted to the explo�ted m�ners, bear�ng
alone the d�sasters of every cr�s�s, reduced to go w�thout food as
soon as the necess�t�es of compet�t�on lowered net pr�ces. No, the
t�mber�ng tar�ff could not be accepted; �t was only a d�sgu�sed effort
to econom�ze on the Company's part; they wanted to rob every man
of an hour's work a day. It was too much th�s t�me; the day was
com�ng when the m�serable, pushed to extrem�ty, would deal just�ce.
He stood w�th h�s arms �n the a�r. At the word "just�ce" the crowd,
shaken by a long shudder, broke out �nto applause wh�ch rolled
along w�th the sound of dry leaves. Vo�ces cr�ed:
"Just�ce! �t �s t�me! Just�ce!"
Gradually Ét�enne grew heated. He had not Rasseneur's easy
flow�ng abundance. Words often fa�led h�m, he had to force h�s
phrases, br�ng�ng them out w�th an effort wh�ch he emphas�zed by a
movement of h�s shoulders. Only �n these cont�nual shocks he came



upon fam�l�ar �mages wh�ch se�zed on h�s aud�ence by the�r energy;
wh�le h�s workman's gestures, h�s elbows �n and then extended, w�th
h�s f�sts thrust out, h�s jaw suddenly advanced as �f to b�te, had also
an extraord�nary effect on h�s mates. They all sa�d that �f he was not
b�g he made h�mself heard.
"The wage system �s a new form of slavery," he began aga�n, �n a
more sonorous vo�ce. "The m�ne ought to belong to the m�ner, as the
sea belongs to the f�sherman, and the earth to the peasant. Do you
see? The m�ne belongs to you, to all of you who, for a century, have
pa�d for �t w�th so much blood and m�sery!"
He boldly entered on obscure quest�ons of law, and lost h�mself �n
the d�ff�cult�es of the spec�al regulat�ons concern�ng m�nes. The
subso�l, l�ke the so�l, belonged to the nat�on: only an od�ous pr�v�lege
gave the monopoly of �t to the Compan�es; all the more s�nce, at
Montsou, the pretended legal�ty of the concess�on was compl�cated
by treat�es formerly made w�th the owners of the old f�efs, accord�ng
to the anc�ent custom of Ha�nault. The m�ners, then, had only to
reconquer the�r property; and w�th extended hands he �nd�cated the
whole country beyond the forest. At th�s moment the moon, wh�ch
had r�sen above the hor�zon, l�t h�m up as �t gl�ded from beh�nd the
h�gh branches. When the crowd, wh�ch was st�ll �n shadow, saw h�m
thus, wh�te w�th l�ght, d�str�but�ng fortune w�th h�s open hands, they
applauded anew by prolonged clapp�ng.
"Yes, yes, he's r�ght. Bravo!"
Then Ét�enne trotted out h�s favour�te subject, the assumpt�on of the
�nstruments of product�on by the collect�v�ty, as he kept on say�ng �n
a phrase the pedantry of wh�ch greatly pleased h�m. At the present
t�me h�s evolut�on was completed. Hav�ng set out w�th the
sent�mental fratern�ty of the nov�ce and the need for reform�ng the
wage system, he had reached the pol�t�cal �dea of �ts suppress�on.
S�nce the meet�ng at the Bon-Joyeux h�s collect�v�sm, st�ll
human�tar�an and w�thout a formula, had st�ffened �nto a compl�cated
programme wh�ch he d�scussed sc�ent�f�cally, art�cle by art�cle. F�rst,
he aff�rmed that freedom could only be obta�ned by the destruct�on of
the state. Then, when the people had obta�ned possess�on of the



government, reforms would beg�n: return to the pr�m�t�ve commune,
subst�tut�on of an equal and free fam�ly for the moral and oppress�ve
fam�ly; absolute equal�ty, c�v�l, pol�t�cal, and econom�c; �nd�v�dual
�ndependence guaranteed, thanks to the possess�on of the �ntegral
product of the �nstruments of work; f�nally, free vocat�onal educat�on,
pa�d for by the collect�v�ty. Th�s led to the total reconstruct�on of the
old rotten soc�ety; he attacked marr�age, the r�ght of bequest, he
regulated every one's fortune, he threw down the �n�qu�tous
monument of the dead centur�es w�th a great movement of h�s arm,
always the same movement, the movement of the reaper who �s
cutt�ng down a r�pe harvest. And then w�th the other hand he
reconstructed; he bu�lt up the future human�ty, the ed�f�ce of truth and
just�ce r�s�ng �n the dawn of the twent�eth century. In th�s state of
mental tens�on reason trembled, and only the sectar�an's f�xed �dea
was left. The scruples of sens�b�l�ty and of good sense were lost;
noth�ng seemed eas�er than the real�zat�on of th�s new world. He had
foreseen everyth�ng; he spoke of �t as of a mach�ne wh�ch he could
put together �n two hours, and he stuck at ne�ther f�re nor blood.
"Our turn �s come," he broke out for the last t�me. "Now �t �s for us to
have power and wealth!"
The cheer�ng rolled up to h�m from the depths of the forest. The
moon now wh�tened the whole of the glade, and cut �nto l�v�ng waves
the sea of heads, as far as the d�mly v�s�ble copses �n the d�stance
between the great grey trunks. And �n the �cy a�r there was a fury of
faces, of gleam�ng eyes, of open mouths, a rut of fam�sh�ng men,
women, and ch�ldren, let loose on the just p�llage of the anc�ent
wealth they had been depr�ved of. They no longer felt the cold, these
burn�ng words had warmed them to the bone. Rel�g�ous exaltat�on
ra�sed them from the earth, a fever of hope l�ke that of the Chr�st�ans
of the early Church awa�t�ng the near com�ng of just�ce. Many
obscure phrases had escaped them, they could not properly
understand th�s techn�cal and abstract reason�ng; but the very
obscur�ty and abstract�on st�ll further enlarged the f�eld of prom�ses
and l�fted them �nto a dazzl�ng reg�on. What a dream! to be masters,
to suffer no more, to enjoy at last!
"That's �t, by God! �t's our turn now! Down w�th the explo�ters."



The women were del�r�ous; Maheude, los�ng her calmness, was
se�zed w�th the vert�go of hunger, the Levaque woman shouted, old
Brulé, carr�ed out of herself, was brand�sh�ng her w�tch-l�ke arms,
Ph�loméne was shaken by a spasm of cough�ng, and Mouquette was
so exc�ted that she cr�ed out words of tenderness to the orator.
Among the men, Maheu was won over and shouted w�th anger,
between P�erron who was trembl�ng and Levaque who was talk�ng
too much; wh�le the chaffers, Zachar�e and Mouquet, though try�ng to
make fun of th�ngs, were feel�ng uncomfortable and were surpr�sed
that the�r mate could talk on so long w�thout hav�ng a dr�nk. But on
top of the p�le of wood, Jeanl�n was mak�ng more no�se than any
one, egg�ng on Bébert and Lyd�e and shak�ng the basket �n wh�ch
Poland lay.
The clamour began aga�n. Ét�enne was enjoy�ng the �ntox�cat�on of
h�s popular�ty. He held power, as �t were, mater�al�zed �n these three
thousand breasts, whose hearts he could move w�th a word.
Souvar�ne, �f he had cared to come, would have applauded h�s �deas
so far as he recogn�zed them, pleased w�th h�s pup�l's progress �n
anarch�sm and sat�sf�ed w�th the programme, except the art�cle on
educat�on, a rel�c of s�lly sent�mental�ty, for men needed to be d�pped
�n a bath of holy and salutary �gnorance. As to Rasseneur, he
shrugged h�s shoulders w�th contempt and anger.
"You shall let me speak," he shouted to Ét�enne.
The latter jumped from the tree-trunk.
"Speak, we shall see �f they'll hear you."
Already Rasseneur had replaced h�m, and w�th a gesture demanded
s�lence. But the no�se d�d not cease; h�s name went round from the
f�rst ranks, who had recogn�zed h�m, to the last, lost beneath the
beeches, and they refused to hear h�m; he was an overturned �dol,
the mere s�ght of h�m angered h�s old d�sc�ples. H�s fac�le elocut�on,
h�s flow�ng, good-natured speech, wh�ch had so long charmed them,
was now treated l�ke warm gruel made to put cowards to sleep. In
va�n he talked through the no�se, try�ng to take up aga�n h�s
d�scourse of conc�l�at�on, the �mposs�b�l�ty of chang�ng the world by a
stroke of law, the necess�ty of allow�ng the soc�al evolut�on t�me to



accompl�sh �tself; they joked h�m, they h�ssed h�m; h�s defeat at the
Bon-Joyeux was now beyond repa�r. At last they threw handfuls of
frozen moss at h�m, and a woman cr�ed �n a shr�ll vo�ce:
"Down w�th the tra�tor!"
He expla�ned that the m�ner could not be the propr�etor of the m�ne,
as the weaver �s of h�s loom, and he sa�d that he preferred shar�ng �n
the benef�ts, the �nterested worker becom�ng the ch�ld of the house.
"Down w�th the tra�tor!" repeated a thousand vo�ces, wh�le stones
began to wh�stle by.
Then he turned pale, and despa�r f�lled h�s eyes w�th tears. H�s whole
ex�stence was crumbl�ng down; twenty years of amb�t�ous
comradesh�p were break�ng down beneath the �ngrat�tude of the
crowd. He came down from the tree-trunk, w�th no strength to go on,
struck to the heart.
"That makes you laugh," he stammered, address�ng the tr�umphant
Ét�enne. "Good! I hope your turn w�ll come. It w�ll come, I tell you!"
And as �f to reject all respons�b�l�ty for the ev�ls wh�ch he foresaw, he
made a large gesture, and went away alone across the country, pale
and s�lent.
Hoots arose, and then they were surpr�sed to see Father Bonnemort
stand�ng on the trunk and about to speak �n the m�dst of the tumult.
Up t�ll now Mouque and he had rema�ned absorbed, w�th that a�r that
they always had of reflect�ng on former th�ngs. No doubt he was
y�eld�ng to one of those sudden cr�ses of garrul�ty wh�ch somet�mes
made the past st�r �n h�m so v�olently that recollect�ons rose and
flowed from h�s l�ps for hours at a t�me. There was deep s�lence, and
they l�stened to th�s old man, who was l�ke a pale spectre beneath
the moon, and as he narrated th�ngs w�thout any �mmed�ate relat�on
w�th the d�scuss�on—long h�stor�es wh�ch no one could understand—
the �mpress�on was �ncreased. He was talk�ng of h�s youth; he
descr�bed the death of h�s two uncles who were crushed at the
Voreux; then he turned to the �nflammat�on of the lungs wh�ch had
carr�ed off h�s w�fe. He kept to h�s ma�n �dea, however: th�ngs had
never gone well and never would go well. Thus �n the forest f�ve



hundred of them had come together because the k�ng would not
lessen the hours of work; but he stopped short, and began to tell of
another str�ke—he had seen so many! They all broke out under
these trees, here at the Plan-des-Dames, lower down at the
Charbonner�e, st�ll farther towards the Saut-du-Loup. Somet�mes �t
froze, somet�mes �t was hot. One even�ng �t had ra�ned so much that
they had gone back aga�n w�thout be�ng able to say anyth�ng, and
the k�ng's sold�ers came up and �t f�n�shed w�th volleys of musketry.
"We ra�sed our hands l�ke th�s, and we swore not to go back aga�n.
Ah! I have sworn; yes, I have sworn!"
The crowd l�stened gap�ngly, feel�ng d�sturbed, when Ét�enne, who
had watched the scene, jumped on to the fallen tree, keep�ng the old
man at h�s s�de. He had just recogn�zed Chaval among the�r fr�ends
�n the f�rst row. The �dea that Cather�ne must be there had roused a
new ardour w�th�n h�m, the des�re to be applauded �n her presence.
"Mates, you have heard; th�s �s one of our old men, and th�s �s what
he has suffered, and what our ch�ldren w�ll suffer �f we don't have
done w�th the robbers and butchers."
He was terr�ble; never had he spoken so v�olently. W�th one arm he
supported old Bonnemort, exh�b�t�ng h�m as a banner of m�sery and
mourn�ng, and cry�ng for vengeance. In a few rap�d phrases he went
back to the f�rst Maheu. He showed the whole fam�ly used up at the
m�ne, devoured by the Company, hungr�er than ever after a hundred
years of work; and contrast�ng w�th the Maheus he po�nted to the b�g
bell�es of the d�rectors sweat�ng gold, a whole band of shareholders,
go�ng on for a century l�ke kept women, do�ng noth�ng but enjoy w�th
the�r bod�es. Was �t not fearful? a race of men dy�ng down below,
from father to son, so that br�bes of w�ne could be g�ven to m�n�sters,
and generat�ons of great lords and bourgeo�s could g�ve feasts or
fatten by the�r f�res�des! He had stud�ed the d�seases of the m�ners.
He made them all march past w�th the�r awful deta�ls: anaem�a,
scrofula, black bronch�t�s, the asthma wh�ch chokes, and the
rheumat�sm wh�ch paralyses. These wretches were thrown as food
to the eng�nes and penned up l�ke beasts �n the settlements. The
great compan�es absorbed them, regulat�ng the�r slavery, threaten�ng



to enrol all the workers of the nat�on, m�ll�ons of hands, to br�ng
fortune to a thousand �dlers. But the m�ner was no longer an �gnorant
brute, crushed w�th�n the bowels of the earth. An army was spr�ng�ng
up from the depths of the p�ts, a harvest of c�t�zens whose seed
would germ�nate and burst through the earth some sunny day. And
they would see then �f, after forty years of serv�ce, any one would
dare to offer a pens�on of a hundred and f�fty francs to an old man of
s�xty who spat out coal and whose legs were swollen w�th the water
from the cutt�ngs. Yes! labour would demand an account from
cap�tal: that �mpersonal god, unknown to the worker, crouch�ng down
somewhere �n h�s myster�ous sanctuary, where he sucked the l�fe out
of the starvel�ngs who nour�shed h�m! They would go down there;
they would at last succeed �n see�ng h�s face by the gleam of
�ncend�ary f�res, they would drown h�m �n blood, that f�lthy sw�ne, that
monstrous �dol, gorged w�th human flesh!
He was s�lent, but h�s arm, st�ll extended �n space, �nd�cated the
enemy, down there, he knew not where, from one end of the earth to
the other. Th�s t�me the clamour of the crowd was so great that
people at Montsou heard �t, and looked towards Vandame, se�zed
w�th anx�ety at the thought that some terr�ble landsl�p had occurred.
N�ght-b�rds rose above the trees �n the clear open sky.
He now concluded h�s speech.
"Mates, what �s your dec�s�on? Do you vote for the str�ke to go on?"
The�r vo�ces yelled, "Yes! yes!"
"And what steps do you dec�de on? We are sure of defeat �f cowards
go down to-morrow."
The�r vo�ces rose aga�n w�th the sound of a tempest:
"K�ll the cowards!"
"Then you dec�de to call them back to duty and to the�r sworn word.
Th�s �s what we could do: present ourselves at the p�ts, br�ng back
the tra�tors by our presence, show the Company that we are all
agreed, and that we are go�ng to d�e rather than y�eld."
"That's �t. To the p�ts! to the p�ts!"



Wh�le he was speak�ng Ét�enne had looked for Cather�ne among the
pale shout�ng heads before h�m. She was certa�nly not there, but he
st�ll saw Chaval, affect�ng to jeer, shrugg�ng h�s shoulders, but
devoured by jealousy and ready to sell h�mself for a l�ttle of th�s
popular�ty.
"And �f there are any sp�es among us, mates," Ét�enne went on, "let
them look out; they're known. Yes, I can see Vandame coll�ers here
who have not left the�r p�t."
"Is that meant for me?" asked Chaval, w�th an a�r of bravado.
"For you, or for any one else. But, s�nce you speak, you ought to
understand that those who eat have noth�ng to do w�th those who
are starv�ng. You work at Jean-Bart."
A chaff�ng vo�ce �nterrupted:
"Oh! he work! he's got a w�fe who works for h�m."
Chaval swore, wh�le the blood rose to h�s face.
"By God! �s �t forb�dden to work, then?"
"Yes!" sa�d Ét�enne, "when your mates are endur�ng m�sery for the
good of all, �t �s forb�dden to go over, l�ke a self�sh sneak�ng coward,
to the masters' s�de. If the str�ke had been general we should have
got the best of �t long ago. Not a s�ngle man at Vandame ought to
have gone down when Montsou �s rest�ng. To accompl�sh the great
stroke, work should be stopped �n the ent�re country, at Mons�eur
Deneul�n's as well as here. Do you understand? there are only
tra�tors �n the Jean Bart cutt�ngs; you're all tra�tors!"
The crowd around Chaval grew threaten�ng, and f�sts were ra�sed
and cr�es of "K�ll h�m! k�ll h�m!" began to be uttered. He had grown
pale. But, �n h�s �nfur�ated des�re to tr�umph over Ét�enne, an �dea
restored h�m.
"L�sten to me, then! come to-morrow to Jean-Bart, and you shall see
�f I'm work�ng! We're on your s�de; they've sent me to tell you so. The
f�res must be ext�ngu�shed, and the eng�ne-men, too, must go on
str�ke. All the better �f the pumps do stop! the water w�ll destroy the
p�ts and everyth�ng w�ll be done for!"



He was fur�ously applauded �n h�s turn, and now Ét�enne h�mself was
outflanked. Other orators succeeded each other from the tree-trunk,
gest�culat�ng am�d the tumult, and throw�ng out w�ld propos�t�ons. It
was a mad outburst of fa�th, the �mpat�ence of a rel�g�ous sect wh�ch,
t�red of hop�ng for the expected m�racle, had at last dec�ded to
provoke �t. These heads, empt�ed by fam�ne, saw everyth�ng red,
and dreamed of f�re and blood �n the m�dst of a glor�ous apotheos�s
from wh�ch would ar�se un�versal happ�ness. And the tranqu�l moon
bathed th�s surg�ng sea, the deep forest enc�rcled w�th �ts vast
s�lence th�s cry of massacre. The frozen moss crackled beneath the
heels of the crowd, wh�le the beeches, erect �n the�r strength, w�th
the del�cate tracery of the�r black branches aga�nst the wh�te sky,
ne�ther saw nor heard the m�serable be�ngs who wr�thed at the�r feet.
There was some push�ng, and Maheude found herself near Maheu.
Both of them, dr�ven out of the�r ord�nary good sense, and carr�ed
away by the slow exasperat�on wh�ch had been work�ng w�th�n them
for months, approved Levaque, who went to extremes by demand�ng
the heads of the eng�neers. P�erron had d�sappeared. Bonnemort
and Mouque were both talk�ng together, say�ng vague v�olent th�ngs
wh�ch nobody heard. For a joke Zachar�e demanded the demol�t�on
of the churches, wh�le Mouquet, w�th h�s crosse �n h�s hand, was
beat�ng �t aga�nst the ground for the sake of �ncreas�ng the row. The
women were fur�ous. The Levaque, w�th her f�sts to her h�ps, was
sett�ng to w�th Ph�loméne, whom she accused of hav�ng laughed;
Mouquette talked of attack�ng the gendarmes by k�ck�ng them
somewhere; Mother Brulé, who had just slapped Lyd�e on f�nd�ng her
w�thout e�ther basket or salad, went on launch�ng blows �nto space
aga�nst all the masters whom she would l�ke to have got at. For a
moment Jeanl�n was �n terror, Bébert hav�ng learned through a
trammer that Madame Rasseneur had seen them steal Poland; but
when he had dec�ded to go back and qu�etly release the beast at the
door of the Avantage, he shouted louder than ever, and opened h�s
new kn�fe, brand�sh�ng the blade and proud of �ts gl�tter.
"Mates! mates!" repeated the exhausted Ét�enne, hoarse w�th the
effort to obta�n a moment's s�lence for a def�n�te understand�ng.
At last they l�stened.



"Mates! to-morrow morn�ng at Jean-Bart, �s �t agreed?"
"Yes! yes! at Jean-Bart! death to the tra�tors!"
The tempest of these three thousand vo�ces f�lled the sky, and d�ed
away �n the pure br�ghtness of the moon.

PART FIVE

CHAPTER I

At four o'clock the moon had set, and the n�ght was very dark.
Everyth�ng was st�ll asleep at Deneul�n's; the old br�ck house stood
mute and gloomy, w�th closed doors and w�ndows, at the end of the
large �ll-kept garden wh�ch separated �t from the Jean-Bart m�ne. The
other frontage faced the deserted road to Vandame, a large country
town, about three k�lometres off, h�dden beh�nd the forest.
Deneul�n, t�red after a day spent �n part below, was snor�ng w�th h�s
face toward the wall, when he dreamt that he had been called. At
last he awoke, and really hear�ng a vo�ce, got out and opened the
w�ndow. One of h�s capta�ns was �n the garden.
"What �s �t, then?" he asked.
"There's a rebell�on, s�r; half the men w�ll not work, and are
prevent�ng the others from go�ng down."
He scarcely understood, w�th head heavy and dazed w�th sleep, and
the great cold struck h�m l�ke an �cy douche.
"Then make them go down, by George!" he stammered.
"It's been go�ng on an hour," sa�d the capta�n. "Then we thought �t
best to come for you. Perhaps you w�ll be able to persuade them."
"Very good; I'll go."



He qu�ckly dressed h�mself, h�s m�nd qu�te clear now, and very
anx�ous. The house m�ght have been p�llaged; ne�ther the cook nor
the man-servant had st�rred. But from the other s�de of the sta�rcase
alarmed vo�ces were wh�sper�ng; and when he came out he saw h�s
daughters' door open, and they both appeared �n wh�te dress�ng-
gowns, sl�pped on �n haste.
"Father, what �s �t?"
Luc�e, the elder, was already twenty-two, a tall dark g�rl, w�th a
haughty a�r; wh�le Jeanne, the younger, as yet scarcely n�neteen
years old, was small, w�th golden ha�r and a certa�n caress�ng grace.
"Noth�ng ser�ous," he repl�ed, to reassure them. "It seems that some
blusterers are mak�ng a d�sturbance down there. I am go�ng to see."
But they excla�med that they would not let h�m go before he had
taken someth�ng warm. If not, he would come back �ll, w�th h�s
stomach out of order, as he always d�d. He struggled, gave h�s word
of honour that he was too much �n a hurry.
"L�sten!" sa�d Jeanne, at last, hang�ng to h�s neck, "you must dr�nk a
l�ttle glass of rum and eat two b�scu�ts, or I shall rema�n l�ke th�s, and
you'll have to take me w�th you."
He res�gned h�mself, declar�ng that the b�scu�ts would choke h�m.
They had already gone down before h�m, each w�th her candlest�ck.
In the d�n�ng-room below they hastened to serve h�m, one pour�ng
out the rum, the other runn�ng to the pantry for the b�scu�ts. Hav�ng
lost the�r mother when very young, they had been rather badly
brought up alone, spo�lt by the�r father, the elder haunted by the
dream of s�ng�ng on the stage, the younger mad over pa�nt�ng �n
wh�ch she showed a s�ngular boldness of taste. But when they had
to retrench after the embarrassment �n the�r affa�rs, these apparently
extravagant g�rls had suddenly developed �nto very sens�ble and
shrewd managers, w�th an eye for errors of cent�mes �n accounts.
Today, w�th the�r boy�sh and art�st�c demeanour, they kept the purse,
were careful over sous, haggled w�th the tradesmen, renovated the�r
dresses unceas�ngly, and �n fact, succeeded �n render�ng decent the
grow�ng embarrassment of the house.



"Eat, papa," repeated Luc�e.
Then, remark�ng h�s s�lent gloomy preoccupat�on, she was aga�n
fr�ghtened.
"Is �t ser�ous, then, that you look at us l�ke th�s? Tell us; we w�ll stay
w�th you, and they can do w�thout us at that lunch."
She was speak�ng of a party wh�ch had been planned for the
morn�ng, Madame Hennebeau was to go �n her carr�age, f�rst for
Céc�le, at the Grégo�res', then to call for them, so that they could all
go to March�ennes to lunch at the Forges, where the manager's w�fe
had �nv�ted them. It was an opportun�ty to v�s�t the workshops, the
blast furnaces, and the coke ovens.
"We w�ll certa�nly rema�n," declared Jeanne, �n her turn.
But he grew angry.
"A f�ne �dea! I tell you that �t �s noth�ng. Just be so good as to get
back �nto your beds aga�n, and dress yourselves for n�ne o'clock, as
was arranged."
He k�ssed them and hastened to leave. They heard the no�se of h�s
boots van�sh�ng over the frozen earth �n the garden.
Jeanne carefully placed the stopper �n the rum bottle, wh�le Luc�e
locked up the b�scu�ts. The room had the cold neatness of d�n�ng-
rooms where the table �s but meagrely suppl�ed. And both of them
took advantage of th�s early descent to see �f anyth�ng had been left
uncared for the even�ng before. A serv�ette lay about, the servant
should be scolded. At last they were upsta�rs aga�n.
Wh�le he was tak�ng the shortest cut through the narrow paths of h�s
k�tchen garden, Deneul�n was th�nk�ng of h�s comprom�sed fortune,
th�s Montsou den�er, th�s m�ll�on wh�ch he had real�zed, dream�ng to
mult�ply �t tenfold, and wh�ch was to-day runn�ng such great r�sks. It
was an un�nterrupted course of �ll-luck, enormous and unforeseen
repa�rs, ru�nous cond�t�ons of explo�tat�on, then the d�saster of th�s
�ndustr�al cr�s�s, just when the prof�ts were beg�nn�ng to come �n. If
the str�ke broke out here, he would be overthrown. He pushed a l�ttle



door: the bu�ld�ngs of the p�t could be d�v�ned �n the black n�ght, by
the deepen�ng of the shadow, starred by a few lanterns.
Jean-Bart was not so �mportant as the Voreux, but �ts renewed
�nstallat�on made �t a pretty p�t, as the eng�neers say. They had not
been contented by enlarg�ng the shaft one metre and a half, and
deepen�ng �t to seven hundred and e�ght metres, they had equ�pped
�t afresh w�th a new eng�ne, new cages, ent�rely new mater�al, all set
up accord�ng to the latest sc�ent�f�c �mprovements; and even a
certa�n seek�ng for elegance was v�s�ble �n the construct�ons, a
screen�ng-shed w�th carved fr�eze, a steeple adorned w�th a clock, a
rece�v�ng-room and an eng�ne-room both rounded �nto an apse l�ke a
Rena�ssance chapel, and surmounted by a ch�mney w�th a mosa�c
sp�ral made of black br�cks and red br�cks. The pump was placed on
the other shaft of the concess�on, the old Gaston-Mar�e p�t, reserved
solely for th�s purpose. Jean-Bart, to r�ght and left of the w�nd�ng-
shaft, only had two condu�ts, that for the steam vent�lator and that for
the ladders.
In the morn�ng, ever s�nce three o'clock, Chaval, who had arr�ved
f�rst, had been seduc�ng h�s comrades, conv�nc�ng them that they
ought to �m�tate those at Montsou, and demand an �ncrease of f�ve
cent�mes a tram. Soon four hundred workmen had passed from the
shed �nto the rece�v�ng-room, �n the m�dst of a tumult of gest�culat�on
and shout�ng. Those who w�shed to work stood w�th the�r lamps,
barefooted, w�th shovel or p�ck beneath the�r arms; wh�le the others,
st�ll �n the�r sabots, w�th the�r overcoats on the�r shoulders because of
the great cold, were barr�ng the shaft; and the capta�ns were grow�ng
hoarse �n the effort to restore order, begg�ng them to be reasonable
and not to prevent those who wanted from go�ng down.
But Chaval was fur�ous when he saw Cather�ne �n her trousers and
jacket, her head t�ed up �n the blue cap. On gett�ng up, he had
roughly told her to stay �n bed. In despa�r at th�s arrest of work she
had followed h�m all the same, for he never gave her any money;
she often had to pay both for herself and h�m; and what was to
become of her �f she earned noth�ng? She was overcome by fear,
the fear of a brothel at March�ennes, wh�ch was the end of putter-
g�rls w�thout bread and w�thout lodg�ng.



"By God!" cr�ed Chaval, "what the dev�l have you come here for?"
She stammered that she had no �ncome to l�ve on and that she
wanted to work.
"Then you put yourself aga�nst me, wench? Back you go at once, or
I'll go back w�th you and k�ck my sabots �nto your backs�de."
She reco�led t�m�dly but she d�d not leave, resolved to see how
th�ngs would turn out. Deneul�n had arr�ved by the screen�ng-sta�rs.
In sp�te of the weak l�ght of the lanterns, w�th a qu�ck look he took �n
the scene, w�th th�s rabble wrapt �n shadow; he knew every face—
the p�kemen, the porters, the landers, the putters, even the
trammers. In the nave, st�ll new and clean, the arrested task was
wa�t�ng; the steam �n the eng�ne, under pressure, made sl�ght
wh�stl�ng sounds; the cages were hang�ng mot�onless to the cables;
the trams, abandoned on the way, were encumber�ng the metal
floors. Scarcely e�ghty lamps had been taken; the others were
flam�ng �n the lamp cab�n. But no doubt a word from h�m would
suff�ce, and the whole l�fe of labour would beg�n aga�n.
"Well, what's go�ng on then, my lads?" he asked �n a loud vo�ce.
"What are you angry about? Just expla�n to me and we w�ll see �f we
can agree."
He usually behaved �n a paternal way towards h�s men, wh�le at the
same t�me demand�ng hard work. W�th an author�tat�ve, rough
manner, he had tr�ed to conquer them by a good nature wh�ch had �ts
outbursts of pass�on, and he often ga�ned the�r love; the men
espec�ally respected �n h�m h�s courage, always �n the cutt�ngs w�th
them, the f�rst �n danger whenever an acc�dent terr�f�ed the p�t. Tw�ce,
after f�re-damp explos�ons, he had been let down, fastened by a rope
under h�s armp�ts, when the bravest drew back.
"Now," he began aga�n, "you are not go�ng to make me repent of
hav�ng trusted you. You know that I have refused pol�ce protect�on.
Talk qu�etly and I w�ll hear you."
All were now s�lent and awkward, mov�ng away from h�m; and �t was
Chaval who at last sa�d:



"Well, Mons�eur Deneul�n, we can't go on work�ng; we must have f�ve
cent�mes more the tram."
He seemed surpr�sed.
"What! f�ve cent�mes! and why th�s demand? I don't compla�n about
your t�mber�ng, I don't want to �mpose a new tar�ff on you l�ke the
Montsou d�rectors."
"Maybe! but the Montsou mates are r�ght, all the same. They won't
have the tar�ff, and they want a r�se of f�ve cent�mes because �t �s not
poss�ble to work properly at the present rates. We want f�ve cent�mes
more, don't we, you others?"
Vo�ces approved, and the no�se began aga�n �n the m�dst of v�olent
gest�culat�on. Gradually they drew near, form�ng a small c�rcle.
A flame came �nto Deneul�n's eyes, and h�s f�st, that of a man who
l�ked strong government, was clenched, for fear of y�eld�ng to the
temptat�on of se�z�ng one of them by the neck. He preferred to
d�scuss on the bas�s of reason.
"You want f�ve cent�mes, and I agree that the work �s worth �t. Only I
can't g�ve �t. If I gave �t I should s�mply be done for. You must
understand that I have to l�ve f�rst �n order for you to l�ve, and I've got
to the end, the least r�se �n net pr�ces w�ll upset me. Two years ago,
you remember, at the t�me of the last str�ke, I y�elded, I was able to
then. But that r�se of wages was not the less ru�nous, for these two
years have been a struggle. To-day I would rather let the whole th�ng
go than not be able to tell next month where to get the money to pay
you."
Chaval laughed roughly �n the face of th�s master who told them h�s
affa�rs so frankly. The others lowered the�r faces, obst�nate and
�ncredulous, refus�ng to take �nto the�r heads the �dea that a master
d�d not ga�n m�ll�ons out of h�s men.
Then Deneul�n, pers�st�ng, expla�ned h�s struggle w�th Montsou,
always on the watch and ready to devour h�m �f, some day, he had
the stup�d�ty to come to gr�ef. It was a savage compet�t�on wh�ch
forced h�m to econom�ze, the more so s�nce the great depth of Jean-
Bart �ncreased the pr�ce of extract�on, an unfavourable cond�t�on



hardly compensated by the great th�ckness of the coal-beds. He
would never have ra�sed wages after the last str�ke �f �t had not been
necessary for h�m to �m�tate Montsou, for fear of see�ng h�s men
leave h�m. And he threatened them w�th the morrow; a f�ne result �t
would be for them, �f they obl�ged h�m to sell, to pass beneath the
terr�ble yoke of the d�rectors! He d�d not s�t on a throne far away �n
an unknown sanctuary; he was not one of those shareholders who
pay agents to sk�n the m�ner who has never seen them; he was a
master, he r�sked someth�ng bes�des h�s money, he r�sked h�s
�ntell�gence, h�s health, h�s l�fe. Stoppage of work would s�mply mean
death, for he had no stock, and he must fulf�l orders. Bes�des, h�s
stand�ng cap�tal could not sleep. How could he keep h�s
engagements? Who would pay the �nterest on the sums h�s fr�ends
had conf�ded to h�m? It would mean bankruptcy.
"That's where we are, my good fellows," he sa�d, �n conclus�on. "I
want to conv�nce you. We don't ask a man to cut h�s own throat, do
we? and �f I g�ve you your f�ve cent�mes, or �f I let you go out on
str�ke, �t's the same as �f I cut my throat."
He was s�lent. Grunts went round. A party among the m�ners
seemed to hes�tate. Several went back towards the shaft.
"At least," sa�d a capta�n, "let every one be free. Who are those who
want to work?"
Cather�ne had advanced among the f�rst. But Chaval f�ercely pushed
her back, shout�ng:
"We are all agreed; �t's only bloody rogues who'll leave the�r mates!"
After that, conc�l�at�on appeared �mposs�ble. The cr�es began aga�n,
and men were hustled away from the shaft, at the r�sk of be�ng
crushed aga�nst the walls. For a moment the manager, �n despa�r,
tr�ed to struggle alone, to reduce the crowd by v�olence; but �t was
useless madness, and he ret�red. For a few m�nutes he rested, out of
breath, on a cha�r �n the rece�ver's off�ce, so overcome by h�s
powerlessness that no �deas came to h�m. At last he grew calm, and
told an �nspector to go and br�ng Chaval; then, when the latter had
agreed to the �nterv�ew, he mot�oned the others away.



"Leave us."
Deneul�n's �dea was to see what th�s fellow was after. At the f�rst
words he felt that he was va�n, and was devoured by pass�onate
jealousy. Then he attacked h�m by flattery, affect�ng surpr�se that a
workman of h�s mer�t should so comprom�se h�s future. It seemed as
though he had long had h�s eyes on h�m for rap�d advancement; and
he ended by squarely offer�ng to make h�m capta�n later on. Chaval
l�stened �n s�lence, w�th h�s f�sts at f�rst clenched, but then gradually
unbent. Someth�ng was work�ng �n the depths of h�s skull; �f he
pers�sted �n the str�ke he would be noth�ng more than Ét�enne's
l�eutenant, wh�le now another amb�t�on opened, that of pass�ng �nto
the ranks of the bosses. The heat of pr�de rose to h�s face and
�ntox�cated h�m. Bes�des, the band of str�kers whom he had expected
s�nce the morn�ng had not arr�ved; some obstacle must have
stopped them, perhaps the pol�ce; �t was t�me to subm�t. But all the
same he shook h�s head; he acted the �ncorrupt�ble man, str�k�ng h�s
breast �nd�gnantly. Then, w�thout ment�on�ng to the master the
rendezvous he had g�ven to the Montsou men, he prom�sed to calm
h�s mates, and to persuade them to go down.



Deneul�n rema�ned h�dden, and the capta�ns themselves stood
as�de. For an hour they heard Chaval orat�ng and d�scuss�ng,
stand�ng on a tram �n the rece�v�ng-room. Some of the men hooted
h�m; a hundred and twenty went off exasperated, pers�st�ng �n the
resolut�on wh�ch he had made them take. It was already past seven.
The sun was r�s�ng br�ll�antly; �t was a br�ght day of hard frost; and all
at once movement began �n the p�t, and the arrested labour went on.
F�rst the crank of the eng�ne plunged, roll�ng and unroll�ng the cables
on the drums. Then, �n the m�dst of the tumult of the s�gnals, the
descent took place. The cages f�lled and were engulfed, and rose
aga�n, the shaft swallow�ng �ts rat�on of trammers and putters and
p�kemen; wh�le on the metal floors the landers pushed the trams w�th
a sound of thunder.
"By God! What the dev�l are you do�ng there?" cr�ed Chaval to
Cather�ne, who was awa�t�ng her turn. "W�ll you just go down and not
laze about!"
At n�ne o'clock, when Madame Hennebeau arr�ved �n her carr�age
w�th Céc�le, she found Luc�e and Jeanne qu�te ready and very
elegant, �n sp�te of the�r dresses hav�ng been renovated for the
twent�eth t�me. But Deneul�n was surpr�sed to see Négrel
accompany�ng the carr�age on horseback. What! were the men also
�n the party? Then Madame Hennebeau expla�ned �n her maternal
way that they had fr�ghtened her by say�ng that the streets were full
of ev�l faces, and so she preferred to br�ng a defender. Négrel
laughed and reassured them: noth�ng to cause anx�ety, threats of
brawlers as usual, but not one of them would dare to throw a stone
at a w�ndow-pane. St�ll pleased w�th h�s success, Deneul�n related
the checked rebell�on at Jean-Bart. He sa�d that he was now qu�te at
rest. And on the Vandame road, wh�le the young lad�es got �nto the
carr�age, all congratulated themselves on the superb day, obl�v�ous
of the long swell�ng shudder of the march�ng people afar off �n the
country, though they m�ght have heard the sound of �t �f they had
pressed the�r ears aga�nst the earth.
"Well! �t �s agreed," repeated Madame Hennebeau. "Th�s even�ng
you w�ll call for the young lad�es and d�ne w�th us. Madame Grégo�re



has also prom�sed to come for Céc�le."
"You may reckon on me," repl�ed Deneul�n.
The carr�age went off towards Vandame, Jeanne and Luc�e lean�ng
down to laugh once more to the�r father, who was stand�ng by the
roads�de; wh�le Négrel gallantly trotted beh�nd the flee�ng wheels.
They crossed the forest, tak�ng the road from Vandame to
March�ennes. As they approached Tartaret, Jeanne asked Madame
Hennebeau �f she knew Côte-Verte, and the latter, �n sp�te of her stay
of f�ve years �n the country, acknowledged that she had never been
on that s�de. Then they made a detour. Tartaret, on the outsk�rts of
the forest, was an uncult�vated moor, of volcan�c ster�l�ty, under
wh�ch for ages a coal m�ne had been burn�ng. Its h�story was lost �n
legend. The m�ners of the place sa�d that f�re from heaven had fallen
on th�s Sodom �n the bowels of the earth, where the putter-g�rls had
comm�tted abom�nat�ons together, so that they had not even had the
t�me to come to the surface, and today were st�ll burn�ng at the
bottom of th�s hell. The calc�ned rocks, of a sombre red, were
covered by an efflorescence of alum as by a leprosy. Sulphur grew
l�ke a yellow flower at the edge of the f�ssures. At n�ght, those who
were brave enough to venture to look �nto these holes declared that
they saw flames there, s�nful souls shr�vell�ng �n the furnace w�th�n.
Wander�ng l�ghts moved over the so�l, and hot vapours, the po�sons
from the dev�l's ordure and h�s d�rty k�tchen, were constantly
smok�ng. And l�ke a m�racle of eternal spr�ng, �n the m�dst of th�s
accursed moor of Tartaret, Côte-Verte appeared, w�th �ts meadows
for ever green, �ts beeches w�th leaves unceas�ngly renewed, �ts
f�elds where three harvests r�pened. It was a natural hot-house,
warmed by the f�re �n the deep strata beneath. The snow never lay
on �t. The enormous bouquet of verdure, bes�de the leafless forest
trees, blossomed on th�s December day, and the frost had not even
scorched the edge of �t.
Soon the carr�age was pass�ng over the pla�n. Négrel joked over the
legend, and expla�ned that a f�re often occurred at the bottom of a
m�ne from the fermentat�on of the coal dust; �f not mastered �t would
burn on for ever, and he ment�oned a Belg�an p�t wh�ch had been



flooded by d�vert�ng a r�ver and runn�ng �t �nto the p�t. But he became
s�lent. For the last few m�nutes groups of m�ners had been constantly
pass�ng the carr�age; they went by �n s�lence, w�th s�delong looks at
the luxur�ous equ�page wh�ch forced them to stand as�de. The�r
number went on �ncreas�ng. The horses were obl�ged to cross the
l�ttle br�dge over the Scarpe at walk�ng pace. What was go�ng on,
then, to br�ng all these people �nto the roads? The young lad�es
became fr�ghtened, and Négrel began to smell out some fray �n the
exc�ted country; �t was a rel�ef when they at last arr�ved at
March�ennes. The batter�es of coke ovens and the ch�mneys of the
blast furnaces, beneath a sun wh�ch seemed to ext�ngu�sh them,
were belch�ng out smoke and ra�n�ng the�r everlast�ng soot through
the a�r.

CHAPTER II

At Jean-Bart, Cather�ne had already been at work for an hour,
push�ng trams as far as the relays; and she was soaked �n such a
bath of persp�rat�on that she stopped a moment to w�pe her face.
At the bottom of the cutt�ng, where he was hammer�ng at the seam
w�th h�s mates, Chaval was aston�shed when he no longer heard the
rumble of the wheels. The lamps burnt badly, and the coal dust
made �t �mposs�ble to see.
"What's up?" he shouted.
When she answered that she was sure she would melt, and that her
heart was go�ng to stop, he repl�ed fur�ously:
"Do l�ke us, stup�d! Take off your sh�ft."
They were seven hundred and e�ght metres to the north �n the f�rst
passage of the Dés�rée seam, wh�ch was at a d�stance of three
k�lometres from the p�t-eye. When they spoke of th�s part of the p�t,
the m�ners of the reg�on grew pale, and lowered the�r vo�ces, as �f
they had spoken of hell; and most often they were content to shake



the�r heads as men who would rather not speak of these depths of
f�ery furnace. As the galler�es sank towards the north, they
approached Tartaret, penetrat�ng to that �nter�or f�re wh�ch calc�ned
the rocks above. The cutt�ngs at the po�nt at wh�ch they had arr�ved
had an average temperature of forty-f�ve degrees. They were there
�n the accursed c�ty, �n the m�dst of the flames wh�ch the passers-by
on the pla�n could see through the f�ssures, sp�tt�ng out sulphur and
po�sonous vapours.
Cather�ne, who had already taken off her jacket, hes�tated, then took
off her trousers also; and w�th naked arms and naked th�ghs, her
chem�se t�ed round her h�ps by a cord l�ke a blouse, she began to
push aga�n.
"Anyhow, that's better," she sa�d aloud.
In the st�fl�ng heat she st�ll felt a vague fear. Ever s�nce they began
work�ng here, f�ve days ago, she had thought of the stor�es told her
�n ch�ldhood, of those putter-g�rls of the days of old who were burn�ng
beneath Tartaret, as a pun�shment for th�ngs wh�ch no one dared to
repeat. No doubt she was too b�g now to bel�eve such s�lly stor�es;
but st�ll, what would she do �f she were suddenly to see com�ng out
of the wall a g�rl as red as a stove, w�th eyes l�ke l�ve coals? The �dea
made her persp�re st�ll more.
At the relay, e�ghty metres from the cutt�ng, another putter took the
tram and pushed �t e�ghty metres farther to the upbrow, so that the
rece�ver could forward �t w�th the others wh�ch came down from the
upper galler�es.
"Grac�ous! you're mak�ng yourself comfortable!" sa�d th�s woman, a
lean w�dow of th�rty, when she saw Cather�ne �n her chem�se. "I can't
do �t, the trammers at the brow bother me w�th the�r d�rty tr�cks."
"Ah, well!" repl�ed the young g�rl. "I don't care about the men! I feel
too bad."
She went off aga�n, push�ng an empty tram. The worst was that �n
th�s bottom passage another cause jo�ned w�th the ne�ghbourhood of
Tartaret to make the heat unbearable. They were by the s�de of old
work�ngs, a very deep abandoned gallery of Gaston-Mar�e, where,



ten years earl�er, an explos�on of f�re-damp had set the seam al�ght;
and �t was st�ll burn�ng beh�nd the clay wall wh�ch had been bu�lt
there and was kept constantly repa�red, �n order to l�m�t the d�saster.
Depr�ved of a�r, the f�re ought to have become ext�nct, but no doubt
unknown currents kept �t al�ve; �t had gone on for ten years, and
heated the clay wall l�ke the br�cks of an oven, so that those who
passed felt half-roasted. It was along th�s wall, for a length of more
than a hundred metres, that the haulage was carr�ed on, �n a
temperature of s�xty degrees.
After two journeys, Cather�ne aga�n felt st�fled. Fortunately, the
passage was large and conven�ent �n th�s Dés�rée seam, one of the
th�ckest �n the d�str�ct. The bed was one metre n�nety �n he�ght, and
the men could work stand�ng. But they would rather have worked
w�th tw�sted necks and a l�ttle fresh a�r.
"Hallo, there! are you asleep?" sa�d Chaval aga�n, roughly, as soon
as he no longer heard Cather�ne mov�ng. "How the dev�l d�d I come
to get such a jade? W�ll you just f�ll your tram and push?"
She was at the bottom of the cutt�ng, lean�ng on her shovel; she was
feel�ng �ll, and she looked at them all w�th a fool�sh a�r w�thout
obey�ng. She scarcely saw them by the redd�sh gleam of the lamps,
ent�rely naked l�ke an�mals, so black, so encrusted �n sweat and coal,
that the�r nakedness d�d not fr�ghten her. It was a confused task, the
bend�ng of ape-l�ke backs, an �nfernal v�s�on of scorched l�mbs,
spend�ng the�r strength am�d dull blows and groans. But they could
see her better, no doubt, for the p�cks left off hammer�ng, and they
joked her about tak�ng off her trousers.
"Eh! you'll catch cold; look out!"
"It's because she's got such f�ne legs! I say, Chaval, there's enough
there for two."
"Oh! we must see. L�ft up! H�gher! h�gher!"
Then Chaval, w�thout grow�ng angry at these jokes, turned on her.
"That's �t, by God! Ah! she l�kes d�rty jokes. She'd stay there to l�sten
t�ll to-morrow."



Cather�ne had pa�nfully dec�ded to f�ll her tram, then she pushed �t.
The gallery was too w�de for her to get a purchase on the t�mber on
both s�des; her naked feet were tw�sted �n the ra�ls where they
sought a po�nt of support, wh�le she slowly moved on, her arms
st�ffened �n front, and her back break�ng. As soon as she came up to
the clay wall, the f�ery torture aga�n began, and the sweat fell from
her whole body �n enormous drops as from a storm-cloud. She had
scarcely got a th�rd of the way before she streamed, bl�nded, so�led
also by the black mud. Her narrow chem�se, as though d�pped �n �nk,
was st�ck�ng to her sk�n, and r�s�ng up to her wa�st w�th the
movement of her th�ghs; �t hurt her so that she had once more to
stop her task.
What was the matter w�th her, then, today? Never before had she felt
as �f there were wool �n her bones. It must be the bad a�r. The
vent�lat�on d�d not reach to the bottom of th�s d�stant passage. One
breathed there all sorts of vapours, wh�ch came out of the coal w�th
the low bubbl�ng sound of a spr�ng, so abundantly somet�mes that
the lamps would not burn; to say noth�ng of f�re-damp, wh�ch nobody
not�ced, for from one week's end to the other the men were always
breath�ng �t �nto the�r noses throughout the seam. She knew that bad
a�r well; dead a�r the m�ners called �t; the heavy asphyx�at�ng gases
below, above them the l�ght gases wh�ch catch f�re and blow up all
the stalls of a p�t, w�th hundreds of men, �n a s�ngle burst of thunder.
From her ch�ldhood she had swallowed so much that she was
surpr�sed she bore �t so badly, w�th buzz�ng ears and burn�ng throat.
Unable to go farther, she felt the need of tak�ng off her chem�se. It
was beg�nn�ng to torture her, th�s garment of wh�ch the least folds cut
and burnt her. She res�sted the long�ng, and tr�ed to push aga�n, but
was forced to stand upr�ght. Then qu�ckly, say�ng to herself that she
would cover herself at the relay, she took off everyth�ng, the cord and
the chem�se, so fever�shly that she would have torn off her sk�n �f she
could. And now, naked and p�t�ful, brought down to the level of the
female an�mal seek�ng �ts l�v�ng �n the m�re of the streets, covered
w�th soot and mud up to the belly, she laboured on l�ke a cab-hack.
On all fours she pushed onwards.



But despa�r came; �t gave her no rel�ef to be naked. What more could
she take off? The buzz�ng �n her ears deafened her, she seemed to
feel a v�ce gr�pp�ng her temples. She fell on her knees. The lamp,
wedged �nto the coal �n the tram, seemed to her to be go�ng out. The
�ntent�on to turn up the w�ck alone surv�ved �n the m�dst of her
confused �deas. Tw�ce she tr�ed to exam�ne �t, and both t�mes when
she placed �t before her on the earth she saw �t turn pale, as though
�t also lacked breath. Suddenly the lamp went out. Then everyth�ng
wh�rled around her �n the darkness; a m�llstone turned �n her head,
her heart grew weak and left off beat�ng, numbed �n �ts turn by the
�mmense wear�ness wh�ch was putt�ng her l�mbs to sleep. She had
fallen back �n angu�sh am�d the asphyx�at�ng a�r close to the ground.
"By God! I bel�eve she's laz�ng aga�n," growled Chaval's vo�ce.
He l�stened from the top of the cutt�ng, and could hear no sound of
wheels.
"Eh, Cather�ne! you damned worm!"
H�s vo�ce was lost afar �n the black gallery, and not a breath repl�ed.
"I'll come and make you move, I w�ll!"
Noth�ng st�rred, there was only the same s�lence, as of death. He
came down fur�ously, rush�ng along w�th h�s lamp so v�olently that he
nearly fell over the putter's body wh�ch barred the way. He looked at
her �n stupefact�on. What was the matter, then? was �t humbug, a
pretence of go�ng to sleep? But the lamp wh�ch he had lowered to
l�ght up her face threatened to go out. He l�fted �t and lowered �t
afresh, and at last understood; �t must be a gust of bad a�r. H�s
v�olence d�sappeared; the devot�on of the m�ner �n face of a
comrade's per�l was awak�ng w�th�n h�m. He shouted for her chem�se
to be brought, and se�zed the naked and unconsc�ous g�rl �n h�s
arms, hold�ng her as h�gh as poss�ble. When the�r garments had
been thrown over her shoulders he set out runn�ng, support�ng h�s
burden w�th one hand, and carry�ng the two lamps w�th the other.
The deep galler�es unrolled before h�m as he rushed along, turn�ng
to the r�ght, then to the left, seek�ng l�fe �n the frozen a�r of the pla�n
wh�ch blew down the a�r-shaft. At last the sound of a spr�ng stopped



h�m, the tr�ckle of water flow�ng from the rock. He was at a square �n
the great haulage gallery wh�ch formerly led to Gaston-Mar�e. The a�r
here blew �n l�ke a tempest, and was so fresh that a shudder went
through h�m as he seated h�mself on the earth aga�nst the props; h�s
m�stress was st�ll unconsc�ous, w�th closed eyes.
"Cather�ne, come now, by God! no humbug. Hold yourself up a b�t
wh�le I d�p th�s �n the water."
He was fr�ghtened to f�nd her so l�mp. However, he was able to d�p
her chem�se �n the spr�ng, and to bathe her face w�th �t. She was l�ke
a corpse, already bur�ed �n the depth of the earth, w�th her slender
g�rl�sh body wh�ch seemed to be st�ll hes�tat�ng before swell�ng to the
form of puberty. Then a shudder ran over her ch�ld�sh breast, over
the belly and th�ghs of the poor l�ttle creature deflowered before her
t�me. She opened her eyes and stammered:
"I'm cold."
"Ah! that's better now!" cr�ed Chaval, rel�eved.
He dressed her, sl�pped on the chem�se eas�ly, but swore over the
d�ff�culty he had �n gett�ng on the trousers, for she could not help
much. She rema�ned dazed, not understand�ng where she was, nor
why she was naked. When she remembered she was ashamed.
How had she dared to take everyth�ng off! And she quest�oned h�m;
had she been seen so, w�thout even a handkerch�ef around her wa�st
to cover her? He joked, and made up stor�es, say�ng that he had just
brought her there �n the m�dst of all the mates stand�ng �n a row.
What an �dea, to have taken h�s adv�ce and exh�b�ted her bum!
Afterwards he declared that the mates could not even know whether
�t was round or square, he had rushed along so sw�ftly.
"The deuce! but I'm dy�ng of cold," he sa�d, dress�ng h�mself �n turn.
Never had she seen h�m so k�nd. Usually, for one good word that he
sa�d to her she rece�ved at once two bully�ng ones. It would have
been so pleasant to l�ve �n agreement; a feel�ng of tenderness went
through her �n the languor of her fat�gue. She sm�led at h�m, and
murmured:
"K�ss me."



He embraced her, and lay down bes�de her, wa�t�ng t�ll she was able
to walk.
"You know," she sa�d aga�n, "you were wrong to shout at me over
there, for I couldn't do more, really! Even �n the cutt�ng you're not so
hot; �f you only knew how �t roasts you at the bottom of the passage!"
"Sure enough," he repl�ed, "�t would be better under the trees. You
feel bad �n that stall, I'm afra�d, my poor g�rl."
She was so touched at hear�ng h�m agree w�th her that she tr�ed to
be brave.
"Oh! �t's a bad place. Then, to-day the a�r �s po�soned. But you shall
see soon �f I'm a worm. When one has to work, one works; �sn't �t
true? I'd d�e rather than stop."
There was s�lence. He held her w�th one arm round her wa�st,
press�ng her aga�nst h�s breast to keep her from harm. Although she
already felt strong enough to go back to the stall, she forgot
everyth�ng �n her del�ght.
"Only," she went on �n a very low vo�ce, "I should l�ke �t so much �f
you were k�nder. Yes, �t �s so good when we love each other a l�ttle."
And she began to cry softly.
"But I do love you," he cr�ed, "for I've taken you w�th me."
She only repl�ed by shak�ng her head. There are often men who take
women just �n order to have them, car�ng m�ghty l�ttle about the�r
happ�ness. Her tears flowed more hotly; �t made her despa�r now to
th�nk of the happy l�fe she would have led �f she had chanced to fall
to another lad, whose arm she would always have felt thus round her
wa�st. Another? and the vague �mage of that other arose from the
depth of her emot�on. But �t was done w�th; she only des�red now to
l�ve to the end w�th th�s one, �f he would not hustle her about too
much.
"Then," she sa�d, "try to be l�ke th�s somet�mes."
Sobs cut short her words, and he embraced her aga�n.



"You're a stup�d! There, I swear to be k�nd. I'm not worse than any
one else, go on!"
She looked at h�m, and began to sm�le through her tears. Perhaps
he was r�ght; one never met women who were happy. Then,
although she d�strusted h�s oath, she gave herself up to the joy of
see�ng h�m affect�onate. Good God! �f only that could last! They had
both embraced aga�n, and as they were press�ng each other �n a
long clasp they heard steps, wh�ch made them get up. Three mates
who had seen them pass had come up to know how she was.
They set out together. It was nearly ten o'clock, and they took the�r
lunch �nto a cool corner before go�ng back to sweat at the bottom of
the cutt�ng. They were f�n�sh�ng the double sl�ce of bread-and-butter,
the�r br�ck, and were about to dr�nk the coffee from the�r t�n, when
they were d�sturbed by a no�se com�ng from stalls �n the d�stance.
What then? was �t another acc�dent? They got up and ran. P�kemen,
putters, trammers crossed them at every step; no one knew
anyth�ng; all were shout�ng; �t must be some great m�sfortune.
Gradually the whole m�ne was �n terror, fr�ghtened shadows emerged
from the galler�es, lanterns danced and flew away �n the darkness.
Where was �t? Why could no one say?
All at once a capta�n passed, shout�ng:
"They are cutt�ng the cables! they are cutt�ng the cables!"
Then the pan�c �ncreased. It was a fur�ous gallop through the gloomy
passages. The�r heads were confused. Why cut the cables? And
who was cutt�ng them, when the men were below? It seemed
monstrous.
But the vo�ce of another capta�n was heard and then lost:
"The Montsou men are cutt�ng the cables! Let every one go up!"
When he had understood, Chaval stopped Cather�ne short. The �dea
that he would meet the Montsou men up above, should he get out,
paralysed h�s legs. It had come, then, that band wh�ch he thought
had got �nto the hands of the pol�ce. For a moment he thought of
retrac�ng h�s path and ascend�ng through Gaston-Mar�e, but that was
no longer poss�ble. He swore, hes�tat�ng, h�d�ng h�s fear, repeat�ng



that �t was stup�d to run l�ke that. They would not, surely, leave them
at the bottom.
The capta�n's vo�ce echoed anew, now approach�ng them:
"Let every one go up! To the ladders! to the ladders!"
And Chaval was carr�ed away w�th h�s mates. He pushed Cather�ne
and accused her of not runn�ng fast enough. D�d she want, then, to
rema�n �n the p�t to d�e of hunger? For those Montsou br�gands were
capable of break�ng the ladders w�thout wa�t�ng for people to come
up. Th�s abom�nable suggest�on ended by dr�v�ng them w�ld. Along
the galler�es there was only a fur�ous rush, helter-skelter; a race of
madmen, each str�v�ng to arr�ve f�rst and mount before the others.
Some men shouted that the ladders were broken and that no one
could get out. And then �n fr�ghtened groups they began to reach the
p�t-eye, where they were all engulfed. They threw themselves toward
the shaft, they crushed through the narrow door to the ladder
passage; wh�le an old groom who had prudently led back the horses
to the stable, looked at them w�th an a�r of contemptuous
�nd�fference, accustomed to spend n�ghts �n the p�t and certa�n that
he could eventually be drawn out of �t.
"By God! w�ll you cl�mb up �n front of me?" sa�d Chaval to Cather�ne.
"At least I can hold you �f you fall."
Out of breath, and suffocated by th�s race of three k�lometres wh�ch
had once more bathed her �n sweat, she gave herself up, w�thout
understand�ng, to the edd�es of the crowd. Then he pulled her by the
arm, almost break�ng �t; and she cr�ed w�th pa�n, her tears burst�ng
out. Already he was forgett�ng h�s oath, never would she be happy.
"Go on, then!" he roared.
But he fr�ghtened her too much. If she went f�rst he would bully her
the whole t�me. So she res�sted, wh�le the w�ld flood of the�r
comrades pushed them to one s�de. The water that f�ltered from the
shaft was fall�ng �n great drops, and the floor of the p�t-eye, shaken
by th�s tramp�ng, was trembl�ng over the sump, the muddy cesspool
ten metres deep. At Jean-Bart, two years earl�er, a terr�ble acc�dent
had happened just here; the break�ng of a cable had prec�p�tated the



cage to the bottom of the sump, �n wh�ch two men had been
drowned. And they all thought of th�s; every one would be left down
there �f they all crowded on to the planks.
"Confounded dunderhead!" shouted Chaval. "D�e then; I shall be r�d
of you!"
He cl�mbed up and she followed.
From the bottom to dayl�ght there were a hundred and two ladders,
about seven metres �n length, each placed on a narrow land�ng
wh�ch occup�ed the breadth of the passage and �n wh�ch a square
hole scarcely allowed the shoulders to pass. It was l�ke a flat
ch�mney, seven hundred metres �n he�ght, between the wall of the
shaft and the bratt�ce of the w�nd�ng-cage, a damp p�pe, black and
endless, �n wh�ch the ladders were placed one above the other,
almost stra�ght, �n regular stages. It took a strong man twenty-f�ve
m�nutes to cl�mb up th�s g�ant column. The passage, however, was
no longer used except �n cases of acc�dent.
Cather�ne at f�rst cl�mbed bravely. Her naked feet were used to the
hard coal on the floors of the passages, and d�d not suffer from the
square rungs, covered w�th �ron rods to prevent them from wear�ng
away. Her hands, hardened by the haulage, grasped w�thout fat�gue
the upr�ghts that were too b�g for her. And �t even �nterested her and
took her out of her gr�ef, th�s unforeseen ascent, th�s long serpent of
men flow�ng on and ho�st�ng themselves up three on a ladder, so that
even when the head should emerge �n dayl�ght the ta�l would st�ll be
tra�l�ng over the sump. They were not there yet, the f�rst could hardly
have ascended a th�rd of the shaft. No one spoke now, only the�r feet
moved w�th a low sound; wh�le the lamps, l�ke travell�ng stars,
spaced out from below upward, formed a cont�nually �ncreas�ng l�ne.
Cather�ne heard a trammer beh�nd her count�ng the ladders. It gave
her the �dea of count�ng them also. They had already mounted
f�fteen, and were arr�v�ng at a land�ng-place. But at that moment she
coll�ded w�th Chaval's legs. He swore, shout�ng to her to look out.
Gradually the whole column stopped and became mot�onless. What
then? had someth�ng happened? and every one recovered h�s vo�ce
to ask quest�ons and to express fear. The�r anx�ety had �ncreased



s�nce leav�ng the bottom; the�r �gnorance as to what was go�ng on
above oppressed them more as they approached dayl�ght. Someone
announced that they would have to go down aga�n, that the ladders
were broken. That was the thought that preoccup�ed them all, the
fear of f�nd�ng themselves face to face w�th space. Another
explanat�on came down from mouth to mouth; there had been an
acc�dent, a p�keman sl�pped from a rung. No one knew exactly, the
shouts made �t �mposs�ble to hear; were they go�ng to bed there? At
last, w�thout any prec�se �nformat�on be�ng obta�ned, the ascent
began aga�n, w�th the same slow, pa�nful movement, �n the m�dst of
the tread of feet and the danc�ng of lamps. It must certa�nly be h�gher
up that the ladders were broken.
At the th�rty-second ladder, as they passed a th�rd land�ng-stage,
Cather�ne felt her legs and arms grow st�ff. At f�rst she had felt a
sl�ght t�ngl�ng �n her sk�n. Now she lost the sensat�on of the �ron and
the wood beneath her feet and �n her hands. A vague pa�n, wh�ch
gradually became burn�ng, heated her muscles. And �n the d�zz�ness
wh�ch came over her, she recalled her grandfather Bonnemort's
stor�es of the days when there was no passage, and l�ttle g�rls of ten
used to take out the coal on the�r shoulders up bare ladders; so that
�f one of them sl�pped, or a fragment of coal s�mply rolled out of a
basket, three or four ch�ldren would fall down head f�rst from the
blow. The cramp �n her l�mbs became unbearable, she would never
reach the end.
Fresh stoppages allowed her to breathe. But the terror wh�ch was
commun�cated every t�me from above dazed her st�ll more. Above
and below her, resp�rat�on became more d�ff�cult. Th�s �nterm�nable
ascent was caus�ng g�dd�ness, and the nausea affected her w�th the
others. She was suffocat�ng, �ntox�cated w�th the darkness,
exasperated w�th the walls wh�ch crushed aga�nst her flesh, and
shudder�ng also w�th the dampness, her body persp�r�ng beneath the
great drops wh�ch fell on her. They were approach�ng a level where
so th�ck a ra�n fell that �t threatened to ext�ngu�sh the�r lamps.
Chaval tw�ce spoke to Cather�ne w�thout obta�n�ng any reply. What
the dev�l was she do�ng down there? Had she let her tongue fall?
She m�ght just tell h�m �f she was all r�ght. They had been cl�mb�ng



for half an hour, but so heav�ly that he had only reached the f�fty-
n�nth ladder; there were st�ll forty-three. Cather�ne at last stammered
that she was gett�ng on all r�ght. He would have treated her as a
worm �f she had acknowledged her wear�ness. The �ron of the rungs
must have cut her feet; �t seemed to her that �t was saw�ng �n up to
the bone. After every gr�p she expected to see her hands leave the
upr�ghts; they were so peeled and st�ff she could not close her
f�ngers, and she feared she would fall backward w�th torn shoulders
and d�slocated th�ghs �n th�s cont�nual effort. It was espec�ally the
defect�ve slope of the ladders from wh�ch she suffered, the almost
perpend�cular pos�t�on wh�ch obl�ged her to ho�st herself up by the
strength of her wr�sts, w�th her belly aga�nst the wood. The pant�ng of
many breaths now drowned the sound of the feet, form�ng an
enormous moan, mult�pl�ed tenfold by the part�t�on of the passage,
ar�s�ng from the depths and exp�r�ng towards the l�ght. There was a
groan; word ran along that a trammer had just cut h�s head open
aga�nst the edge of a sta�r.
And Cather�ne went on cl�mb�ng. They had passed the level. The
ra�n had ceased; a m�st made heavy the cellar-l�ke a�r, po�soned w�th
the odour of old �ron and damp wood. Mechan�cally she cont�nued to
count �n a low vo�ce—e�ghty-one, e�ghty-two, e�ghty-three; st�ll
n�neteen. The repet�t�on of these f�gures supported her merely by
the�r rhythm�c balance; she had no further consc�ousness of her
movements. When she l�fted her eyes the lamps turned �n a sp�ral.
Her blood was flow�ng; she felt that she was dy�ng; the least breath
would have knocked her over. The worst was that those below were
now push�ng, and that the ent�re column was stamped�ng, y�eld�ng to
the grow�ng anger of �ts fat�gue, the fur�ous need to see the sun
aga�n. The f�rst mates had emerged; there were, then, no broken
ladders; but the �dea that they m�ght yet be broken to prevent the last
from com�ng up, when others were already breath�ng up above,
nearly drove them mad. And when a new stoppage occurred oaths
broke out, and all went on cl�mb�ng, hustl�ng each other, pass�ng
over each other's bod�es to arr�ve at all costs.
Then Cather�ne fell. She had cr�ed Chaval's name �n despa�r�ng
appeal. He d�d not hear; he was struggl�ng, d�gg�ng h�s heels �nto a



comrade's r�bs to get before h�m. And she was rolled down and
trampled over. As she fa�nted she dreamed. It seemed to her that
she was one of the l�ttle putter-g�rls of old days, and that a fragment
of coal, fallen from the basket above her, had thrown her to the
bottom of the shaft, l�ke a sparrow struck by a fl�nt. F�ve ladders only
rema�ned to cl�mb. It had taken nearly an hour. She never knew how
she reached dayl�ght, carr�ed up on people's shoulders, supported
by the throttl�ng narrowness of the passage. Suddenly she found
herself �n the dazzl�ng sunl�ght, �n the m�dst of a yell�ng crowd who
were hoot�ng her.

CHAPTER III

From early morn�ng, before dayl�ght, a tremor had ag�tated the
settlements, and that tremor was now swell�ng through the roads and
over the whole country. But the departure had not taken place as
arranged, for the news had spread that cavalry and pol�ce were
scour�ng the pla�n. It was sa�d that they had arr�ved from Doua�
dur�ng the n�ght, and Rasseneur was accused of hav�ng betrayed h�s
mates by warn�ng M. Hennebeau; a putter even swore that she had
seen the servant tak�ng a d�spatch to the telegraph off�ce. The
m�ners clenched the�r f�sts and watched the sold�ers from beh�nd
the�r shutters by the pale l�ght of the early morn�ng.
Towards half-past seven, as the sun was r�s�ng, another rumour
c�rculated, reassur�ng the �mpat�ent. It was a false alarm, a s�mple
m�l�tary promenade, such as the general occas�onally ordered s�nce
the str�ke had broken out, at the des�re of the prefect of L�lle. The
str�kers detested th�s off�c�al; they reproached h�m w�th dece�v�ng
them by the prom�se of a conc�l�atory �ntervent�on, wh�ch was l�m�ted
to a march of troops �nto Montsou every week, to overawe them. So
when the cavalry and pol�ce qu�etly took the road back to
March�ennes, after content�ng themselves w�th deafen�ng the
settlements by the stamp�ng of the�r horses over the hard earth, the
m�ners jeered at th�s �nnocent prefect and h�s sold�ers who turned on



the�r heels when th�ngs were beg�nn�ng to get hot. Up t�ll n�ne o'clock
they stood peacefully about, �n good humour, before the�r houses,
follow�ng w�th the�r eyes up the streets the meek backs of the last
gendarmes. In the depths of the�r large beds the good people of
Montsou were st�ll sleep�ng, w�th the�r heads among the feathers. At
the manager's house, Madame Hennebeau had just been seen
sett�ng out �n the carr�age, leav�ng M. Hennebeau at work, no doubt,
for the closed and s�lent v�lla seemed dead. Not one of the p�ts had
any m�l�tary guard; �t was a fatal lack of fores�ght �n the hour of
danger, the natural stup�d�ty wh�ch accompan�es catastrophes, the
fault wh�ch a government comm�ts whenever there �s need of prec�se
knowledge of the facts. And n�ne o'clock was str�k�ng when the
coll�ers at last took the Vandame road, to repa�r to the rendezvous
dec�ded on the day before �n the forest.
Ét�enne had very qu�ckly perce�ved that he would certa�nly not f�nd
over at Jean-Bart the three thousand comrades on whom he was
count�ng. Many bel�eved that the demonstrat�on was put off, and the
worst was that two or three bands, already on the way, would
comprom�se the cause �f he d�d not at all costs put h�mself at the�r
head. Almost a hundred, who had set out before dayl�ght, were
tak�ng refuge beneath the forest beeches, wa�t�ng for the others.
Souvar�ne, whom the young man went up to consult, shrugged h�s
shoulders; ten resolute fellows could do more work than a crowd;
and he turned back to the open book before h�m, refus�ng to jo�n �n.
The th�ng threatened to turn �nto sent�ment when �t would have been
enough to adopt the s�mple method of burn�ng Montsou. As Ét�enne
left the house he saw Rasseneur, seated before the metal stove and
look�ng very pale, wh�le h�s w�fe, �n her everlast�ng black dress, was
abus�ng h�m �n pol�te and cutt�ng terms.
Maheu was of op�n�on that they ought to keep the�r prom�se. A
rendezvous l�ke th�s was sacred. However, the n�ght had calmed
the�r fever; he was now fear�ng m�sfortune, and he expla�ned that �t
was the�r duty to go over there to ma�nta�n the�r mates �n the r�ght
path. Maheude approved w�th a nod. Ét�enne repeated complacently
that �t was necessary to adopt revolut�onary methods, w�thout
attempt�ng any person's l�fe. Before sett�ng out he refused h�s share



of a loaf that had been g�ven h�m the even�ng before, together w�th a
bottle of g�n; but he drank three l�ttle glasses, one after the other,
say�ng that he wanted to keep out the cold; he even carr�ed away a
t�nful. Alz�re would look after the ch�ldren. Old Bonnemort, whose
legs were suffer�ng from yesterday's walk, rema�ned �n bed.
They d�d not go away together, from mot�ves of prudence. Jeanl�n
had d�sappeared long ago. Maheu and Maheude went off on the s�de
slop�ng towards Montsou; wh�le Ét�enne turned towards the forest,
where he proposed to jo�n h�s mates. On the way he caught up a
band of women among whom he recogn�zed Mother Brulé and the
Levaque woman; as they walked they were eat�ng chestnuts wh�ch
Mouquette had brought; they swallowed the sk�ns so as to feel more
�n the�r stomachs. But �n the forest he found no one; the men were
already at Jean-Bart. He took the same course, and arr�ved at the p�t
at the moment when Levaque and some hundreds others were
penetrat�ng �nto the square. M�ners were com�ng up from every
d�rect�on—the men by the ma�n road, the women by the f�elds, all at
random, w�thout leaders, w�thout weapons, flow�ng naturally th�ther
l�ke water wh�ch runs down a slope. Ét�enne perce�ved Jeanl�n, who
had cl�mbed up on a foot-br�dge, �nstalled as though at a theatre. He
ran faster, and entered among the f�rst. There were scarcely three
hundred of them.
There was some hes�tat�on when Deneul�n showed h�mself at the top
of the sta�rcase wh�ch led to the rece�v�ng-room.
"What do you want?" he asked �n a loud vo�ce.
After hav�ng watched the d�sappearance of the carr�age, from wh�ch
h�s daughters were st�ll laugh�ng towards h�m, he had returned to the
p�t overtaken by a strange anx�ety. Everyth�ng, however, was found
�n good order. The men had gone down; the cage was work�ng, and
he became reassured aga�n, and was talk�ng to the head capta�n
when the approach of the str�kers was announced to h�m. He had
placed h�mself at a w�ndow of the screen�ng-shed; and �n the face of
th�s �ncreas�ng flood wh�ch f�lled the square, he at once felt h�s
�mpotence. How could he defend these bu�ld�ngs, open on every



s�de? he could scarcely group some twenty of h�s workmen round
h�mself. He was lost.
"What do you want?" he repeated, pale w�th repressed anger,
mak�ng an effort to accept h�s d�saster courageously.
There were pushes and growls am�d the crowd. Ét�enne at last came
forward, say�ng:
"We do not come to �njure you, s�r, but work must cease
everywhere."
Deneul�n frankly treated h�m as an �d�ot.
"Do you th�nk you w�ll benef�t me �f you stop work at my place? You
m�ght just as well f�re a gun off �nto my back. Yes, my men are below,
and they shall not come up, unless you mean to murder me f�rst!"
These rough words ra�sed a clamour. Maheu had to hold back
Levaque, who was push�ng forward �n a threaten�ng manner, wh�le
Ét�enne went on d�scuss�ng, and tr�ed to conv�nce Deneul�n of the
lawfulness of the�r revolut�onary conduct. But the latter repl�ed by the
r�ght to work. Bes�des, he refused to d�scuss such folly; he meant to
be master �n h�s own place. H�s only regret was that he had not four
gendarmes here to sweep away th�s mob.
"To be sure, �t �s my fault; I deserve what has happened to me. W�th
fellows of your sort force �s the only argument. The Government
th�nks to buy you by concess�ons. You w�ll throw �t down, that's all,
when �t has g�ven you weapons."
Ét�enne was qu�ver�ng, but st�ll held h�mself �n. He lowered h�s vo�ce.
"I beg you, s�r, g�ve the order for your men to come up. I cannot
answer for my mates. You may avo�d a d�saster."
"No! be good enough to let me alone! Do I know you? You do not
belong to my works, you have no quarrel w�th me. It �s only br�gands
who thus scour the country to p�llage houses."
Loud voc�ferat�ons now drowned h�s vo�ce, the women espec�ally
abused h�m. But he cont�nued to hold h�s own, exper�enc�ng a certa�n
rel�ef �n th�s frankness w�th wh�ch he expressed h�s d�sc�pl�nar�an



nature. S�nce he was ru�ned �n any case, he thought plat�tudes a
useless coward�ce. But the�r numbers went on �ncreas�ng; nearly f�ve
hundred were push�ng towards the door, and he m�ght have been
torn to p�eces �f h�s head capta�n had not pulled h�m v�olently back.
"For mercy's sake, s�r! There w�ll be a massacre. What �s the good of
lett�ng men be k�lled for noth�ng?"
He struggled and protested �n one last cry thrown at the crowd:
"You set of br�gands, you w�ll know what, when we are strongest
aga�n!"
They led h�m away; the hustl�ng of the crowd had thrown the f�rst
ranks aga�nst the sta�rcase so that the ra�l was tw�sted. It was the
women who pushed and screamed and urged on the men. The door
y�elded at once; �t was a door w�thout a lock, s�mply closed by a
latch. But the sta�rcase was too narrow for the push�ng crowd, wh�ch
would have taken long to get �n �f the rear of the bes�egers had not
gone off to enter by other open�ngs. Then they poured �n on all s�des
—by the shed, the screen�ng-place, the bo�ler bu�ld�ngs. In less than
f�ve m�nutes the whole p�t belonged to them; they swarmed at every
story �n the m�dst of fur�ous gestures and cr�es, carr�ed away by the�r
v�ctory over th�s master who res�sted.
Maheu, �n terror, had rushed forward among the f�rst, say�ng to
Ét�enne:
"They must not k�ll h�m!"
The latter was already runn�ng; then, when Ét�enne understood that
Deneul�n had barr�caded h�mself �n the capta�ns' room, he repl�ed:
"Well, would �t be our fault? such a madman!"
He was feel�ng anx�ous, however, be�ng st�ll too calm to y�eld to th�s
outburst of anger. H�s pr�de of leadersh�p also suffered on see�ng the
band escape from h�s author�ty and become enraged, go�ng beyond
the cold execut�on of the w�ll of the people, such as he had
ant�c�pated. In va�n he called for coolness, shout�ng that they must
not put r�ght on the�r enem�es' s�de by acts of useless destruct�on.
"To the bo�lers!" shouted Mother Brulé. "Put out the f�res!"



Levaque, who had found a f�le, was brand�sh�ng �t l�ke a dagger,
dom�nat�ng the tumult w�th a terr�ble cry:
"Cut the cables! cut the cables!"
Soon they all repeated th�s; only Ét�enne and Maheu cont�nued to
protest, dazed, and talk�ng �n the tumult w�thout obta�n�ng s�lence. At
last the former was able to say:
"But there are men below, mates!"
The no�se redoubled and vo�ces arose from all s�des:
"So much the worse!—Ought not to go down!—Serve the tra�tors
r�ght!—Yes, yes, let them stay there!—And then, they have the
ladders!"
Then, when th�s �dea of the ladders had made them st�ll more
obst�nate, Ét�enne saw that he would have to y�eld. For fear of a
greater d�saster he hastened towards the eng�ne, w�sh�ng at all
events to br�ng the cages up, so that the cables, be�ng cut above the
shaft, should not smash them by fall�ng down w�th the�r enormous
we�ght. The eng�ne-man had d�sappeared as well as the few dayl�ght
workers; and he took hold of the start�ng lever, man�pulat�ng �t wh�le
Levaque and two other cl�mbed up the metal scaffold wh�ch
supported the pulleys. The cages were hardly f�xed on the keeps
when the str�dent sound was heard of the f�le b�t�ng �nto the steel.
There was deep s�lence, and th�s no�se seemed to f�ll the whole p�t;
all ra�sed the�r heads, look�ng and l�sten�ng, se�zed by emot�on. In the
f�rst rank Maheu felt a f�erce joy possess h�m, as �f the teeth of the
f�le would del�ver them from m�sfortune by eat�ng �nto the cable of
one of these dens of wretchedness, �nto wh�ch they would never
descend aga�n.
But Mother Brulé had d�sappeared by the shed sta�rs st�ll shout�ng:
"The f�res must be put out! To the bo�lers! to the bo�lers!"
Some women followed her. Maheude hastened to prevent them from
smash�ng everyth�ng, just as her husband had tr�ed to reason w�th
the men. She was the calmest of them; one could demand one's
r�ghts w�thout mak�ng a mess �n people's places. When she entered



the bo�ler bu�ld�ng the women were already chas�ng away the two
stokers, and the Brulé, armed w�th a large shovel, and crouch�ng
down before one of the stoves, was v�olently empty�ng �t, throw�ng
the red-hot coke on to the br�ck floor, where �t cont�nued to burn w�th
black smoke. There were ten stoves for the f�ve bo�lers. Soon the
women warmed to the work, the Levaque man�pulat�ng her shovel
w�th both hands, Mouquette ra�s�ng her clothes up to her th�ghs so as
not to catch f�re, all look�ng red �n the reflect�on of the flames,
sweat�ng and d�shevelled �n th�s w�tch's k�tchen. The p�les of coal
�ncreased, and the burn�ng heat cracked the ce�l�ng of the vast hall.
"Enough, now!" cr�ed Maheude; "the store-room �s af�re."
"So much the better," repl�ed Mother Brulé. "That w�ll do the work.
Ah, by God! haven't I sa�d that I would pay them out for the death of
my man!"
At th�s moment Jeanl�n's shr�ll vo�ce was heard:
"Look out! I'll put �t out, I w�ll! I'll let �t all off!"
He had come �n among the f�rst, and had k�cked h�s legs about
among the crowd, del�ghted at the fray and seek�ng out what
m�sch�ef he could do; the �dea had occurred to h�m to turn on the
d�scharge taps and let off the steam.
The jets came out w�th the v�olence of volleys; the f�ve bo�lers were
empt�ed w�th the sound of a tempest, wh�stl�ng �n such a roar of
thunder that one's ears seemed to bleed. Everyth�ng had
d�sappeared �n the m�dst of the vapour, the hot coal grew pale, and
the women were noth�ng more than shadows w�th broken gestures.
The ch�ld alone appeared mounted on the gallery, beh�nd the
wh�rlw�nds of wh�te steam, f�lled w�th del�ght and gr�nn�ng broadly �n
the joy of uncha�n�ng th�s hurr�cane.
Th�s lasted nearly a quarter of an hour. A few buckets of water had
been thrown over the heaps to complete the�r ext�nct�on; all danger
of a f�re had gone by, but the anger of the crowd had not subs�ded;
on the contrary, �t had been wh�pped up. Men went down w�th
hammers, even the women armed themselves w�th �ron bars; and



they talked of smash�ng bo�lers, of break�ng eng�nes, and of
demol�sh�ng the m�ne.
Ét�enne, forewarned, hastened to come up w�th Maheu. He h�mself
was becom�ng �ntox�cated and carr�ed away by th�s hot fever of
revenge. He struggled, however, and entreated them to be calm,
now that, w�th cut cables, ext�ngu�shed f�res, and empty bo�lers, work
was �mposs�ble. He was not always l�stened to; and was aga�n about
to be carr�ed away by the crowd, when hoots arose outs�de at a l�ttle
low door where the ladder passage emerged.
"Down w�th the tra�tors!—Oh! the d�rty chops of the cowards!—Down
w�th them! down w�th them!"
The men were beg�nn�ng to come up from below. The f�rst arr�vals,
bl�nded by the dayl�ght, stood there w�th qu�ver�ng eyel�ds. Then they
moved away, try�ng to ga�n the road and flee.
"Down w�th the cowards! down w�th the tra�tors!"
The whole band of str�kers had run up. In less than three m�nutes
there was not a man left �n the bu�ld�ngs; the f�ve hundred Montsou
men were ranged �n two rows, and the Vandame men, who had had
the treachery to go down, were forced to pass between th�s double
hedge. And as every fresh m�ner appeared at the door of the
passage, covered w�th the black mud of work and w�th garments �n
rags, the hoot�ng redoubled, and feroc�ous jokes arose. Oh! look at
that one!—three �nches of legs and then h�s arse! and th�s one w�th
h�s nose eaten by those Volcan g�rls! and th�s other, w�th eyes
p�ss�ng out enough wax to furn�sh ten cathedrals! and th�s other, the
tall fellow w�thout a rump and as long as Lent! An enormous putter-
woman, who rolled out w�th her breast to her belly and her belly to
her backs�de, ra�sed a fur�ous laugh. They wanted to handle them,
the jok�ng �ncreased and was turn�ng to cruelty, blows would soon
have ra�ned; wh�le the row of poor dev�ls came out sh�ver�ng and
s�lent beneath the abuse, w�th s�delong looks �n expectat�on of blows,
glad when they could at last rush away out of the m�ne.
"Hallo! how many are there �n there?" asked Ét�enne.



He was aston�shed to see them st�ll com�ng out, and �rr�tated at the
�dea that �t was not a mere handful of workers, urged by hunger,
terror�zed by the capta�ns. They had l�ed to h�m, then, �n the forest;
nearly all Jean-Bart had gone down. But a cry escaped from h�m and
he rushed forward when he saw Chaval stand�ng on the threshold.
"By God! �s th�s the rendezvous you called us to?"
Imprecat�ons broke out and there was a movement of the crowd
towards the tra�tor. What! he had sworn w�th them the day before,
and now they found h�m down below w�th the others! Was he, then,
mak�ng fools of people?
"Off w�th h�m! To the shaft! to the shaft!"
Chaval, wh�te w�th fear, stammered and tr�ed to expla�n. But Ét�enne
cut h�m short, carr�ed out of h�mself and shar�ng the fury of the band.
"You wanted to be �n �t, and you shall be �n �t. Come on! take your
damned snout along!"
Another clamour covered h�s vo�ce. Cather�ne, �n her turn, had just
appeared, dazzled by the br�ght sunl�ght, and fr�ghtened at fall�ng
�nto the m�dst of these savages. She was pant�ng, w�th legs ach�ng
from the hundred and two ladders, and w�th bleed�ng palms, when
Maheude, see�ng her, rushed forward w�th her hand up.
"Ah! slut! you, too! When your mother �s dy�ng of hunger you betray
her for your bully!"
Maheu held back her arm, and stopped the blow. But he shook h�s
daughter; he was enraged, l�ke h�s w�fe; he threw her conduct �n her
face, and both lost the�r heads, shout�ng louder than the�r mates.
The s�ght of Cather�ne had completed Ét�enne's exasperat�on. He
repeated:
"On we go to the other p�ts, and you come w�th us, you d�rty dev�l!"
Chaval had scarcely t�me to get h�s sabots from the shed and to
throw h�s woollen jacket over h�s frozen shoulders. They all dragged
h�m on, forc�ng h�m to run �n the m�dst of them. Cather�ne,
bew�ldered, also put on her sabots, button�ng at her neck her man's



old jacket, w�th wh�ch she kept off the cold; and she ran beh�nd her
lover, she would not leave h�m, for surely they were go�ng to murder
h�m.
Then �n two m�nutes Jean-Bart was empt�ed. Jeanl�n had found a
horn and was blow�ng �t, produc�ng hoarse sounds, as though he
were gather�ng oxen together. The women—Mother Brulé, the
Levaque, and Mouquette—ra�sed the�r sk�rts to run, wh�le Levaque,
w�th an axe �n h�s hand, man�pulated �t l�ke a drum-major's st�ck.
Other men cont�nued to arr�ve; they were nearly a thousand, w�thout
order, aga�n flow�ng on to the road l�ke a torrent let loose. The gates
were too narrow, and the pal�ngs were broken down.
"To the p�ts!—Down w�th the tra�tors!—No more work!"
And Jean-Bart fell suddenly �nto a great s�lence. Not a man was left,
not a breath was heard. Deneul�n came out of the capta�ns' room,
and qu�te alone, w�th a gesture forb�dd�ng any one to follow h�m, he
went over the p�t. He was pale and very calm.
At f�rst he stopped before the shaft, l�ft�ng h�s eyes to look at the cut
cables; the steel ends hung useless, the b�te of the f�le had left a
l�v�ng scar, a fresh wound wh�ch gleamed �n the black grease.
Afterwards he went up to the eng�ne, and looked at the crank, wh�ch
was mot�onless, l�ke the jo�nt of a colossal l�mb struck by paralys�s.
He touched the metal, wh�ch had already cooled, and the cold made
h�m shudder as though he had touched a corpse. Then he went
down to the bo�ler-room, walked slowly before the ext�ngu�shed
stoves, yawn�ng and �nundated, and struck h�s foot aga�nst the
bo�lers, wh�ch sounded hollow. Well! �t was qu�te f�n�shed; h�s ru�n
was complete. Even �f he mended the cables and l�t the f�res, where
would he f�nd men? Another fortn�ght's str�ke and he would be
bankrupt. And �n th�s certa�nty of d�saster he no longer felt any hatred
of the Montsou br�gands; he felt that all had a compl�c�ty �n �t, that �t
was a general agelong fault. They were brutes, no doubt, but brutes
who could not read, and who were dy�ng of hunger.



CHAPTER IV

And the troop went off over the flat pla�n, wh�te w�th frost beneath the
pale w�nter sun, and overflowed the path as they passed through the
beetroot f�elds.
From the Fourche-aux-Bœufs, Ét�enne had assumed command. He
cr�ed h�s orders wh�le the crowd moved on, and organ�zed the
march. Jeanl�n galloped at the head, perform�ng barbarous mus�c on
h�s horn. Then the women came �n the f�rst ranks, some of them
armed w�th st�cks: Maheude, w�th w�ld eyes seemed to be seek�ng
afar for the prom�sed c�ty of just�ce, Mother Brulé, the Levaque
woman, Mouquette, str�d�ng along beneath the�r rags, l�ke sold�ers
sett�ng out for the seat of war. If they had any encounters, we should
see �f the pol�ce dared to str�ke women. And the men followed �n a
confused flock, a stream that grew larger and larger, br�stl�ng w�th
�ron bars and dom�nated by Levaque's s�ngle axe, w�th �ts blade
gl�sten�ng �n the sun. Ét�enne, �n the m�ddle, kept Chaval �n s�ght,
forc�ng h�m to walk before h�m; wh�le Maheu, beh�nd, gloom�ly kept
an eye on Cather�ne, the only woman among these men, obst�nately
trott�ng near her lover for fear that he would be hurt. Bare heads
were d�shevelled �n the a�r; only the clank of sabots could be heard,
l�ke the movement of released cattle, carr�ed away by Jeanl�n's w�ld
trumpet�ng.
But suddenly a new cry arose:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
It was m�dday; the hunger of s�x weeks on str�ke was awak�ng �n
these empty stomachs, wh�pped up by th�s race across the f�elds.
The few crusts of the morn�ng and Mouquette's chestnuts had long
been forgotten; the�r stomachs were cry�ng out, and th�s suffer�ng
was added to the�r fury aga�nst the tra�tors.
"To the p�ts! No more work! Bread!"
Ét�enne, who had refused to eat h�s share at the settlement, felt an
unbearable tear�ng sensat�on �n h�s chest. He made no compla�nt,
but mechan�cally took h�s t�n from t�me to t�me and swallowed a gulp



of g�n, shak�ng so much that he thought he needed �t to carry h�m to
the end. H�s cheeks were heated and h�s eyes �nflamed. He kept h�s
head, however, and st�ll w�shed to avo�d needless destruct�on.
As they arr�ved at the Jo�selle road a Vandame p�keman, who had
jo�ned the band for revenge on h�s master, �mpelled the men towards
the r�ght, shout�ng:
"To Gaston-Mar�e! Must stop the pump! Let the water ru�n Jean-
Bart!"
The mob was already turn�ng, �n sp�te of the protests of Ét�enne, who
begged them to let the pump�ng cont�nue. What was the good of
destroy�ng the galler�es? It offended h�s workman's heart, �n sp�te of
h�s resentment. Maheu also thought �t unjust to take revenge on a
mach�ne. But the p�keman st�ll shouted h�s cry of vengeance, and
Ét�enne had to cry st�ll louder:
"To M�rou! There are tra�tors down there! To M�rou! to M�rou!"
W�th a gesture, he had turned the crowd towards the left road; wh�le
Jeanl�n, go�ng ahead, was blow�ng louder than ever. An eddy was
produced �n the crowd; th�s t�me Gaston-Mar�e was saved.
And the four k�lometres wh�ch separated them from M�rou were
traversed �n half an hour, almost at runn�ng pace, across the
�nterm�nable pla�n. The canal on th�s s�de cut �t w�th a long �cy r�bbon.
The leafless trees on the banks, changed by the frost �nto g�ant
candelabra, alone broke th�s pale un�form�ty, prolonged and lost �n
the sky at the hor�zon as �n a sea. An undulat�on of the ground h�d
Montsou and March�ennes; there was noth�ng but bare �mmens�ty.
They reached the p�t, and found a capta�n stand�ng on a foot-br�dge
at the screen�ng-shed to rece�ve them. They all well knew Father
Quand�eu, the doyen of the Montsou capta�ns, an old man whose
sk�n and ha�r were qu�te wh�te, and who was �n h�s sevent�es, a
m�racle of f�ne health �n the m�nes.
"What have you come after here, you pack of meddlers?" he
shouted.



The band stopped. It was no longer a master, �t was a mate; and a
certa�n respect held them back before th�s old workman.
"There are men down below," sa�d Ét�enne. "Make them come up."
"Yes, there are men there," sa�d Father Quand�eu, "some s�x dozen;
the others were afra�d of you ev�l beggars! But I warn you that not
one comes up, or you w�ll have to deal w�th me!"
Exclamat�ons arose, the men pushed, the women advanced. Qu�ckly
com�ng down from the foot-br�dge, the capta�n now barred the door.
Then Maheu tr�ed to �nterfere.
"It �s our r�ght, old man. How can we make the str�ke general �f we
don't force all the mates to be on our s�de?"
The old man was s�lent a moment. Ev�dently h�s �gnorance on the
subject of coal�t�on equalled the p�keman's. At last he repl�ed:
"It may be your r�ght, I don't say. But I only know my orders. I am
alone here; the men are down t�ll three, and they shall stay there t�ll
three."
The last words were lost �n hoot�ng. F�sts were threaten�ngly
advanced, the women deafened h�m, and the�r hot breath blew �n h�s
face. But he st�ll held out, h�s head erect, and h�s beard and ha�r
wh�te as snow; h�s courage had so swollen h�s vo�ce that he could be
heard d�st�nctly over the tumult.
"By God! you shall not pass! As true as the sun sh�nes, I would
rather d�e than let you touch the cables. Don't push any more, or I'm
damned �f I don't fl�ng myself down the shaft before you!"
The crowd drew back shudder�ng and �mpressed. He went on:
"Where �s the beast who does not understand that? I am only a
workman l�ke you others. I have been told to guard here, and I'm
guard�ng."
That was as far as Father Quand�eu's �ntell�gence went, st�ffened by
h�s obst�nacy of m�l�tary duty, h�s narrow skull, and eyes d�mmed by
the black melancholy of half a century spent underground. The men
looked at h�m moved, feel�ng w�th�n them an echo of what he sa�d,



th�s m�l�tary obed�ence, the sense of fratern�ty and res�gnat�on �n
danger. He saw that they were hes�tat�ng st�ll, and repeated:
"I'm damned �f I don't fl�ng myself down the shaft before you!"
A great reco�l carr�ed away the mob. They all turned, and �n the rush
took the r�ght-hand road, wh�ch stretched far away through the f�elds.
Aga�n cr�es arose:
"To Madele�ne! To Crévecœur! no more work! Bread! bread!"
But �n the centre, as they went on, there was hustl�ng. It was Chaval,
they sa�d, who was try�ng to take advantage of an opportun�ty to
escape. Ét�enne had se�zed h�m by the arm, threaten�ng to do for
h�m �f he was plann�ng some treachery. And the other struggled and
protested fur�ously:
"What's all th�s for? Isn't a man free? I've been freez�ng the last hour.
I want to clean myself. Let me go!"
He was, �n fact, suffer�ng from the coal glued to h�s sk�n by sweat,
and h�s woollen garment was no protect�on.
"On you go, or we'll clean you," repl�ed Ét�enne. "Don't expect to get
your l�fe at a barga�n."
They were st�ll runn�ng, and he turned towards Cather�ne, who was
keep�ng up well. It annoyed h�m to feel her so near h�m, so
m�serable, sh�ver�ng beneath her man's old jacket and her muddy
trousers. She must be nearly dead of fat�gue, she was runn�ng all the
same.
"You can go off, you can," he sa�d at last.
Cather�ne seemed not to hear. Her eyes, on meet�ng Ét�enne's, only
flamed w�th reproach for a moment. She d�d not stop. Why d�d he
want her to leave her man? Chaval was not at all k�nd, �t was true; he
would even beat her somet�mes. But he was her man, the one who
had had her f�rst; and �t enraged her that they should throw
themselves on h�m—more than a thousand of them. She would have
defended h�m w�thout any tenderness at all, out of pr�de.
"Off you go!" repeated Maheu, v�olently.



Her father's order slackened her course for a moment. She trembled,
and her eyel�ds swelled w�th tears. Then, �n sp�te of her fear, she
came back to the same place aga�n, st�ll runn�ng. Then they let her
be.
The mob crossed the Jo�selle road, went a short d�stance up the
Cron road and then mounted towards Cougny. On th�s s�de, factory
ch�mneys str�ped the flat hor�zon; wooden sheds, br�ck workshops
w�th large dusty w�ndows, appeared along the street. They passed
one after another the low bu�ld�ngs of two settlements—that of the
Cent-Quatre-V�ngts, then that of the So�xante-Se�ze; and from each
of them, at the sound of the horn and the clamour ar�s�ng from every
mouth, whole fam�l�es came out—men, women, and ch�ldren—
runn�ng to jo�n the�r mates �n the rear. When they came up to
Madele�ne there were at least f�fteen hundred. The road descended
�n a gentle slope; the rumbl�ng flood of str�kers had to turn round the
p�t-bank before they could spread over the m�ne square.
It was now not more than two o'clock. But the capta�ns had been
warned and were hasten�ng the ascent as the band arr�ved. The men
were all up, only some twenty rema�ned and were now d�sembark�ng
from the cage. They fled and were pursued w�th stones. Two were
struck, another left the sleeve of h�s jacket beh�nd. Th�s man-hunt
saved the mater�al, and ne�ther the cables nor the bo�lers were
touched. The flood was already mov�ng away, roll�ng on towards the
next p�t.
Th�s one, Crévecœur, was only f�ve hundred metres away from
Madele�ne. There, also, the mob arr�ved �n the m�dst of the ascent. A
putter-g�rl was taken and wh�pped by the women w�th her breeches
spl�t open and her buttocks exposed before the laugh�ng men. The
trammer-boys had the�r ears boxed, the p�kemen got away, the�r
s�des blue from blows and the�r noses bleed�ng. And �n th�s grow�ng
feroc�ty, �n th�s old need of revenge wh�ch was turn�ng every head
w�th madness, the choked cr�es went on, death to tra�tors, hatred
aga�nst �ll-pa�d work, the roar�ng of bell�es after bread. They began to
cut the cables, but the f�le would not b�te, and the task was too long
now that the fever was on them for mov�ng onward, for ever onward.



At the bo�lers a tap was broken; wh�le the water, thrown by
bucketsful �nto the stoves, made the metal grat�ngs burst.
Outs�de they were talk�ng of march�ng on Sa�nt-Thomas. Th�s was
the best d�sc�pl�ned p�t. The str�ke had not touched �t, nearly seven
hundred men must have gone down there. Th�s exasperated them;
they would wa�t for these men w�th st�cks, ranged for battle, just to
see who would get the best of �t. But the rumour ran along that there
were gendarmes at Sa�nt-Thomas, the gendarmes of the morn�ng
whom they had made fun of. How was th�s known? nobody could
say. No matter! they were se�zed by fear and dec�ded on Feutry-
Cantel. The�r g�dd�ness carr�ed them on, all were on the road,
clank�ng the�r sabots, rush�ng forward. To Feutry-Cantel! to Feutry-
Cantel! The cowards there were certa�nly four hundred �n number
and there would be fun! S�tuated three k�lometres away, th�s p�t lay �n
a fold of the ground near the Scarpe. They were already cl�mb�ng the
slope of the Platr�éres, beyond the road to Beaugn�es, when a vo�ce,
no one knew from whom, threw out the �dea that the sold�ers were,
perhaps, down there at Feutry-Cantel. Then from one to the other of
the column �t was repeated that the sold�ers were down there. They
slackened the�r march, pan�c gradually spread �n the country, �dle
w�thout work, wh�ch they had been scour�ng for hours. Why had they
not come across any sold�ers? Th�s �mpun�ty troubled them, at the
thought of the repress�on wh�ch they felt to be com�ng.
W�thout any one know�ng where �t came from, a new word of
command turned them towards another p�t.
"To the V�cto�re! to the V�cto�re!"
Were there, then, ne�ther sold�ers nor pol�ce at the V�cto�re? Nobody
knew. All seemed reassured. And turn�ng round they descended
from the Beaumont s�de and cut across the f�elds to reach the
Jo�selle road. The ra�lway l�ne barred the�r passage, and they
crossed �t, pull�ng down the pal�ngs. Now they were approach�ng
Montsou, the gradual undulat�on of the landscape grew less, the sea
of beetroot f�elds enlarged, reach�ng far away to the black houses at
March�ennes.



Th�s t�me �t was a march of f�ve good k�lometres. So strong an
�mpulse pushed them on that they had no feel�ng of the�r terr�ble
fat�gue, or of the�r bru�sed and wounded feet. The rear cont�nued to
lengthen, �ncreased by mates enl�sted on the roads and �n the
settlements. When they had passed the canal at the Magache
br�dge, and appeared before the V�cto�re, there were two thousand of
them. But three o'clock had struck, the ascent was completed, not a
man rema�ned below. The�r d�sappo�ntment was spent �n va�n
threats; they could only heave broken br�cks at the workmen who
had arr�ved to take the�r duty at the earth-cutt�ng. There was a rush,
and the deserted p�t belonged to them. And �n the�r rage at not
f�nd�ng a tra�tor's face to str�ke, they attacked th�ngs. A rankl�ng
abscess was burst�ng w�th�n them, a po�soned bo�l of slow growth.
Years and years of hunger tortured them w�th a th�rst for massacre
and destruct�on. Beh�nd a shed Ét�enne saw some porters f�ll�ng a
wagon w�th coal.
"W�ll you just clear out of the bloody place!" he shouted. "Not a b�t of
coal goes out!"
At h�s orders some hundred str�kers ran up, and the porters only had
t�me to escape. Men unharnessed the horses, wh�ch were fr�ghtened
and set off, struck �n the haunches; wh�le others, overturn�ng the
wagon, broke the shafts.
Levaque, w�th v�olent blows of h�s axe, had thrown h�mself on the
platforms to break down the foot-br�dges. They res�sted, and �t
occurred to h�m to tear up the ra�ls, destroy�ng the l�ne from one end
of the square to the other. Soon the whole band set to th�s task.
Maheu made the metal cha�rs leap up, armed w�th h�s �ron bar wh�ch
he used as a lever. Dur�ng th�s t�me Mother Brulé led away the
women and �nvaded the lamp cab�n, where the�r st�cks covered the
so�l w�th a carnage of lamps. Maheude, carr�ed out of herself, was
lay�ng about her as v�gorously as the Levaque woman. All were
soaked �n o�l, and Mouquette dr�ed her hands on her sk�rt, laugh�ng
to f�nd herself so d�rty. Jeanl�n for a joke, had empt�ed a lamp down
her neck. But all th�s revenge produced noth�ng to eat. Stomachs
were cry�ng out louder than ever. And the great lamentat�on
dom�nated st�ll:



"Bread! bread! bread!"
A former capta�n at the V�cto�re kept a stall near by. No doubt he had
fled �n fear, for h�s shed was abandoned. When the women came
back, and the men had f�n�shed destroy�ng the ra�lway, they
bes�eged the stall, the shutters of wh�ch y�elded at once. They found
no bread there; there were only two p�eces of raw flesh and a sack of
potatoes. But �n the p�llage they d�scovered some f�fty bottles of g�n,
wh�ch d�sappeared l�ke a drop of water drunk up by the sand.
Ét�enne, hav�ng empt�ed h�s t�n, was able to ref�ll �t. L�ttle by l�ttle a
terr�ble drunkenness, the drunkenness of the starved, was �nflam�ng
h�s eyes and bar�ng h�s teeth l�ke a wolf's between h�s pall�d l�ps.
Suddenly he perce�ved that Chaval had gone off �n the m�dst of the
tumult. He swore, and men ran to se�ze the fug�t�ve, who was h�d�ng
w�th Cather�ne beh�nd the t�mber supply.
"Ah! you d�rty sw�ne; you are afra�d of gett�ng �nto trouble!" shouted
Ét�enne. "It was you �n the forest who called for a str�ke of the
eng�ne-men, to stop the pumps, and now you want to play us a f�lthy
tr�ck! Very well! By God! we w�ll go back to Gaston-Mar�e. I w�ll have
you smash the pump; yes, by God! you shall smash �t!"
He was drunk; he was urg�ng h�s men aga�nst th�s pump wh�ch he
had saved a few hours earl�er.
"To Gaston-Mar�e! to Gaston-Mar�e!"
They all cheered, and rushed on, wh�le Chaval, se�zed by the
shoulders, was drawn and pushed v�olently along, wh�le he
constantly asked to be allowed to wash.
"W�ll you take yourself off, then?" cr�ed Maheu to Cather�ne who had
also begun to run aga�n.
Th�s t�me she d�d not even draw back, but turned her burn�ng eyes
on her father, and went on runn�ng.
Once more the mob ploughed through the flat pla�n. They were
retrac�ng the�r steps over the long stra�ght paths, by the f�elds
endlessly spread out. It was four o'clock; the sun wh�ch approached



the hor�zon, lengthened the shadows of th�s horde w�th the�r fur�ous
gestures over the frozen so�l.
They avo�ded Montsou, and farther on rejo�ned the Jo�selle road; to
spare the journey round Fourche-aux-Bœufs, they passed beneath
the walls of P�ola�ne. The Grégo�res had just gone out, hav�ng to v�s�t
a lawyer before go�ng to d�ne w�th the Hennebeaus, where they
would f�nd Céc�le. The estate seemed asleep, w�th �ts avenue of
deserted l�mes, �ts k�tchen garden and �ts orchard bared by the
w�nter. Noth�ng was st�rr�ng �n the house, and the closed w�ndows
were dulled by the warm steam w�th�n. Out of the profound s�lence
an �mpress�on of good-natured comfort arose, the patr�archal
sensat�on of good beds and a good table, the w�se happ�ness of the
propr�etor's ex�stence.
W�thout stopp�ng, the band cast gloomy looks through the grat�ng
and at the length of protect�ng walls, br�stl�ng w�th broken bottles.
The cry arose aga�n:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
The dogs alone repl�ed, by bark�ng feroc�ously, a pa�r of Great
Danes, w�th rough coats, who stood w�th open jaws. And beh�nd the
closed bl�nd there were only the servants. Mélan�e the cook and
Honor�ne the housema�d, attracted by th�s cry, pale and persp�r�ng
w�th fear at see�ng these savages go by. They fell on the�r knees,
and thought themselves k�lled on hear�ng a s�ngle stone break�ng a
pane of a ne�ghbour�ng w�ndow. It was a joke of Jeanl�n's; he had
manufactured a sl�ng w�th a p�ece of cord, and had just sent a l�ttle
pass�ng greet�ng to the Grégo�res. Already he was aga�n blow�ng h�s
horn, the band was lost �n the d�stance, and the cry grew fa�nter:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
They arr�ved at Gaston-Mar�e �n st�ll greater numbers, more than two
thousand f�ve hundred madmen, break�ng everyth�ng, sweep�ng
away everyth�ng, w�th the force of a torrent wh�ch ga�ns strength as �t
moves. The pol�ce had passed here an hour earl�er, and had gone
off towards Sa�nt-Thomas, led astray by some peasants; �n the�r
haste they had not even taken the precaut�on of leav�ng a few men



beh�nd to guard the p�t. In less than a quarter of an hour the f�res
were overturned, the bo�lers empt�ed, the bu�ld�ngs torn down and
devastated. But �t was the pump wh�ch they spec�ally threatened. It
was not enough to stop �t �n the last exp�r�ng breath of �ts steam; they
threw themselves on �t as on a l�v�ng person whose l�fe they requ�red.
"The f�rst blow �s yours!" repeated Ét�enne, putt�ng a hammer �nto
Chaval's hand. "Come! you have sworn w�th the others!"
Chaval drew back trembl�ng, and �n the hustl�ng the hammer fell;
wh�le other men, w�thout wa�t�ng, battered the pump w�th blows from
�ron bars, blows from br�cks, blows from anyth�ng they could lay the�r
hands on. Some even broke st�cks over �t. The nuts leapt off, the
p�eces of steel and copper were d�slocated l�ke torn l�mbs. The blow
of a shovel, del�vered w�th full force, fractured the metal body; the
water escaped and empt�ed �tself, and there was a supreme gurgle
l�ke an agon�z�ng death-rattle.
That was the end, and the mob found themselves outs�de aga�n,
madly push�ng on beh�nd Ét�enne, who would not let Chaval go.
"K�ll h�m! the tra�tor! To the shaft! to the shaft!"
The l�v�d wretch, cl�ng�ng w�th �mbec�le obst�nacy to h�s f�xed �dea,
cont�nued to stammer h�s need of clean�ng h�mself.
"Wa�t, �f that bothers you, sa�d the Levaque woman. "Here! here's a
bucket!"
There was a pond there, an �nf�ltrat�on of the water from the pump. It
was wh�te w�th a th�ck layer of �ce; and they struck �t and broke the
�ce, forc�ng h�m to d�p h�s head �n th�s cold water.
"Duck then," repeated Mother Brulé. "By God! �f you don't duck we'll
shove you �n. And now you shall have a dr�nk of �t; yes, yes, l�ke a
beast, w�th your jaws �n the trough!"
He had to dr�nk on all fours. They all laughed, w�th cruel laughter.
One woman pulled h�s ears, another woman threw �n h�s face a
handful of dung found fresh on the road. H�s old woollen jacket �n
tatters no longer held together. He was haggard, stumbl�ng, and w�th
struggl�ng movements of h�s h�ps he tr�ed to flee.



Maheu had pushed h�m, and Maheude was among those who grew
fur�ous, both of them sat�sfy�ng the�r old sp�te; even Mouquette, who
generally rema�ned such good fr�ends w�th her old lovers, was w�ld
w�th th�s one, treat�ng h�m as a good-for-noth�ng, and talk�ng of
tak�ng h�s breeches down to see �f he was st�ll a man.
Ét�enne made her hold her tongue.
"That's enough. There's no need for all to set to �t. If you l�ke, you, we
w�ll just settle �t together."
H�s f�sts closed and h�s eyes were l�t up w�th hom�c�dal fury; h�s
�ntox�cat�on was turn�ng �nto the des�re to k�ll.
"Are you ready? One of us must stay here. G�ve h�m a kn�fe; I've got
m�ne."
Cather�ne, exhausted and terr�f�ed, gazed at h�m. She remembered
h�s conf�dences, h�s des�re to devour a man when he had drunk,
po�soned after the th�rd glass, to such an extent had h�s drunkards of
parents put th�s beastl�ness �nto h�s body. Suddenly she leapt
forward, struck h�m w�th both her woman's hands, and chok�ng w�th
�nd�gnat�on shouted �nto h�s face:



"Coward! coward! coward! Isn't �t enough, then, all these
abom�nat�ons? You want to k�ll h�m now that he can't stand upr�ght
any longer!"
She turned towards her father and her mother; she turned towards
the others.
"You are cowards! cowards! K�ll me, then, w�th h�m! I w�ll tear your
eyes out, I w�ll, �f you touch h�m aga�n. Oh! the cowards!"
And she planted herself before her man to defend h�m, forgett�ng the
blows, forgett�ng the l�fe of m�sery, l�fted up by the �dea that she
belonged to h�m s�nce he had taken her, and that �t was a shame for
her when they so crushed h�m.
Ét�enne had grown pale beneath th�s g�rl's blows. At f�rst he had
been about to knock her down; then, after hav�ng w�ped h�s face w�th
the movement of a man who �s recover�ng from �ntox�cat�on, he sa�d
to Chaval, �n the m�dst of deep s�lence:
"She �s r�ght; that's enough. Off you go."
Immed�ately Chaval was away, and Cather�ne galloped beh�nd h�m.
The crowd gazed at them as they d�sappeared round a corner of the
road; but Maheude muttered:
"You were wrong; ought to have kept h�m. He �s sure to be after
some treachery."
But the mob began to march on aga�n. F�ve o'clock was about to
str�ke. The sun, as red as a furnace on the edge of the hor�zon,
seemed to set f�re to the whole pla�n. A pedlar who was pass�ng
�nformed them that the m�l�tary were descend�ng from the Crévecœur
s�de. Then they turned. An order ran:
"To Montsou! To the manager!—Bread! bread! bread!"

CHAPTER V



M. Hennebeau had placed h�mself �n front of h�s study w�ndow to
watch the departure of the carr�age wh�ch was tak�ng away h�s w�fe
to lunch at March�ennes. H�s eyes followed Négrel for a moment, as
he trotted bes�de the carr�age door. Then he qu�etly returned and
seated h�mself at h�s desk. When ne�ther h�s w�fe nor h�s nephew
an�mated the place w�th the�r presence the house seemed empty. On
th�s day the coachman was dr�v�ng h�s w�fe; Rose, the new
housema�d, had leave to go out t�ll f�ve o'clock; there only rema�ned
H�ppolyte, the valet de chambre, tra�l�ng about the rooms �n sl�ppers,
and the cook, who had been occup�ed s�nce dawn �n struggl�ng w�th
her saucepans, ent�rely absorbed �n the d�nner wh�ch was to be
g�ven �n the even�ng. So M. Hennebeau prom�sed h�mself a day of
ser�ous work �n th�s deep calm of the deserted house.
Towards n�ne o'clock, although he had rece�ved orders to send every
one away, H�ppolyte took the l�berty of announc�ng Dansaert, who
was br�ng�ng news. The manager then heard, for the f�rst t�me, of the
meet�ng �n the forest the even�ng before; the deta�ls were very
prec�se, and he l�stened wh�le th�nk�ng of the �ntr�gue w�th P�erronne,
so well known that two or three anonymous letters every week
denounced the l�cent�ousness of the head capta�n. Ev�dently the
husband had talked, and no doubt the w�fe had, too. He even took
advantage of the occas�on; he let the head capta�n know that he was
aware of everyth�ng, content�ng h�mself w�th recommend�ng
prudence for fear of a scandal. Startled by these reproaches �n the
m�dst of h�s report, Dansaert den�ed, stammered excuses, wh�le h�s
great nose confessed the cr�me by �ts sudden redness. He d�d not
�ns�st, however, glad to get off so eas�ly; for, as a rule, the manager
d�splayed the �mplacable sever�ty of the v�rtuous man whenever an
employee allowed h�mself the �ndulgence of a pretty g�rl �n the p�t.
The conversat�on cont�nued concern�ng the str�ke; that meet�ng �n
the forest was only the swagger of blusterers; noth�ng ser�ous
threatened. In any case, the settlements would surely not st�r for
some days, beneath the �mpress�on of respectful fear wh�ch must
have been produced by the m�l�tary promenade of the morn�ng.
When M. Hennebeau was alone aga�n he was, however, on the po�nt
of send�ng a telegram to the prefect. Only the fear of uselessly



show�ng a s�gn of anx�ety held h�m back. Already he could not
forg�ve h�mself h�s lack of �ns�ght �n say�ng everywhere, and even
wr�t�ng to the d�rectors, that the str�ke would last at most a fortn�ght. It
had been go�ng on and on for nearly two months, to h�s great
surpr�se, and he was �n despa�r over �t; he felt h�mself every day
lowered and comprom�sed, and was forced to �mag�ne some br�ll�ant
ach�evement wh�ch would br�ng h�m back �nto favour w�th the
d�rectors. He had just asked them for orders �n the case of a
sk�rm�sh. There was delay over the reply, and he was expect�ng �t by
the afternoon post. He sa�d to h�mself that there would be t�me then
to send out telegrams, and to obta�n the m�l�tary occupat�on of the
p�ts, �f such was the des�re of those gentlemen. In h�s own op�n�on
there would certa�nly be a battle and an expend�ture of blood. Th�s
respons�b�l�ty troubled h�m �n sp�te of h�s hab�tual energy.
Up to eleven o'clock he worked peacefully; there was no sound �n
the dead house except H�ppolyte's wax�ng-st�ck, wh�ch was rubb�ng
a floor far away on the f�rst floor. Then, one after the other, he
rece�ved two messages, the f�rst announc�ng the attack on Jean-Bart
by the Montsou band, the second tell�ng of the cut cables, the
overturned f�res, and all the destruct�on. He could not understand.
Why had the str�kers gone to Deneul�n �nstead of attack�ng one of
the Company's p�ts? Bes�des, they were qu�te welcome to sack
Vandame; that would merely r�pen the plan of conquest wh�ch he
was med�tat�ng. And at m�dday he lunched alone �n the large d�n�ng-
room, served so qu�etly by the servant that he could not even hear
h�s sl�ppers. Th�s sol�tude rendered h�s preoccupat�ons more gloomy;
he was feel�ng cold at the heart when a capta�n, who had arr�ved
runn�ng, was shown �n, and told h�m of the mob's march on M�rou.
Almost �mmed�ately, as he was f�n�sh�ng h�s coffee, a telegram
�nformed h�m that Madele�ne and Crévecœur were �n the�r turn
threatened. Then h�s perplex�ty became extreme. He was expect�ng
the postman at two o'clock; ought he at once to ask for troops? or
would �t be better to wa�t pat�ently, and not to act unt�l he had
rece�ved the d�rectors' orders? He went back �nto h�s study; he
w�shed to read a report wh�ch he had asked Négrel to prepare the
day before for the prefect. But he could not put h�s hand on �t; he
reflected that perhaps the young man had left �t �n h�s room, where



he often wrote at n�ght, and w�thout tak�ng any dec�s�on, pursued by
the �dea of th�s report, he went upsta�rs to look for �t �n the room.
As he entered, M. Hennebeau was surpr�sed: the room had not been
done, no doubt through H�ppolyte's forgetfulness or laz�ness. There
was a mo�st heat there, the close heat of the past n�ght, made
heav�er from the mouth of the hot-a�r stove be�ng left open; and he
was suffocated, too, w�th a penetrat�ng perfume, wh�ch he thought
must be the odour of the to�let waters w�th wh�ch the bas�n was full.
There was great d�sorder �n the room—garments scattered about,
damp towels thrown on the backs of cha�rs, the bed yawn�ng, w�th a
sheet drawn back and draggl�ng on the carpet. But at f�rst he only
glanced round w�th an abstracted look as he went towards a table
covered w�th papers to look for the m�ss�ng report. Tw�ce he
exam�ned the papers one by one, but �t was certa�nly not there.
Where the dev�l could that madcap Paul have stuffed �t?
And as M. Hennebeau went back �nto the m�ddle of the room, g�v�ng
a glance at each art�cle of furn�ture, he not�ced �n the open bed a
br�ght po�nt wh�ch shone l�ke a star. He approached mechan�cally
and put out h�s hand. It was a l�ttle gold scent-bottle ly�ng between
two folds of the sheet. He at once recogn�zed a scent-bottle
belong�ng to Madame Hennebeau, the l�ttle ether bottle wh�ch was
always w�th her. But he could not understand �ts presence here: how
could �t have got �nto Paul's bed? And suddenly he grew terr�bly
pale. H�s w�fe had slept there.
"Beg your pardon, s�r," murmured H�ppolyte's vo�ce through the door.
"I saw you go�ng up."
The servant entered and was thrown �nto consternat�on by the
d�sorder.
"Lord! Why, the room �s not done! So Rose has gone out, leav�ng all
the house on my shoulders!"
M. Hennebeau had h�dden the bottle �n h�s hand and was press�ng �t
almost to break�ng.
"What do you want?"
"It's another man, s�r; he has come from Crévecœur w�th a letter."



"Good! Leave me alone; tell h�m to wa�t."
H�s w�fe had slept there! When he had bolted the door he opened h�s
hand aga�n and looked at the l�ttle bottle wh�ch had left �ts �mage �n
red on h�s flesh. Suddenly he saw and understood; th�s f�lth�ness had
been go�ng on �n h�s house for months. He recalled h�s old susp�c�on,
the rustl�ng aga�nst the doors, the naked feet at n�ght through the
s�lent house. Yes, �t was h�s w�fe who went up to sleep there!
Fall�ng �nto a cha�r oppos�te the bed, wh�ch he gazed at f�xedly, he
rema�ned some m�nutes as though crushed. A no�se aroused h�m;
someone was knock�ng at the door, try�ng to open �t. He recogn�zed
the servant's vo�ce.
"S�r—Ah! you are shut �n, s�r."
"What �s �t now?"
"There seems to be a hurry; the men are break�ng everyth�ng. There
are two more messengers below. There are also some telegrams."
"You just leave me alone! I am com�ng d�rectly."
The �dea that H�ppolyte would h�mself have d�scovered the scent-
bottle, had he done the room �n the morn�ng, had just frozen h�m.
And bes�des, th�s man must know; he must have found the bed st�ll
hot w�th adultery twenty t�mes over, w�th madame's ha�rs tra�l�ng on
the p�llow, and abom�nable traces sta�n�ng the l�nen. The man kept
�nterrupt�ng h�m, and �t could only be out of �nqu�s�t�veness. Perhaps
he had stayed w�th h�s ear stuck to the door, exc�ted by the
debauchery of h�s masters.
M. Hennebeau d�d not move. He st�ll gazed at the bed. H�s long past
of suffer�ng unrolled before h�m: h�s marr�age w�th th�s woman, the�r
�mmed�ate m�sunderstand�ng of the heart and of the flesh, the lovers
whom she had had unknown to h�m, and the lover whom he had
tolerated for ten years, as one tolerates an �mpure taste �n a s�ck
woman. Then came the�r arr�val at Montsou, the mad hope of cur�ng
her, months of languor, of sleepy ex�le, the approach of old age
wh�ch would, perhaps, at last g�ve her back to h�m. Then the�r
nephew arr�ved, th�s Paul to whom she became a mother, and to
whom she spoke of her dead heart bur�ed for ever beneath the



ashes. And he, the �mbec�le husband, foresaw noth�ng; he adored
th�s woman who was h�s w�fe, whom other men had possessed, but
whom he alone could not possess! He adored her w�th shameful
pass�on, so that he would have fallen on h�s knees �f she would but
have g�ven h�m the leav�ngs of other men! The leav�ngs of the others
she gave to th�s ch�ld.
The sound of a d�stant gong at th�s moment made M. Hennebeau
start. He recogn�zed �t; �t was struck, by h�s orders, when the
postman arr�ved. He rose and spoke aloud, break�ng �nto the flood of
coarseness w�th wh�ch h�s parched throat was burst�ng �n sp�te of
h�mself.
"Ah! I don't care a bloody hang for the�r telegrams and the�r letters!
not a bloody hang!"
Now he was carr�ed away by rage, the need of some sewer �n wh�ch
to stamp down all th�s f�lth�ness w�th h�s heels. Th�s woman was a
vulgar drab; he sought for crude words and buffeted her �mage w�th
them. The sudden �dea of the marr�age between Céc�le and Paul,
wh�ch she was arrang�ng w�th so qu�et a sm�le, completed h�s
exasperat�on. There was, then, not even pass�on, not even jealousy
at the bottom of th�s pers�stent sensual�ty? It was now a perverse
playth�ng, the hab�t of the woman, a recreat�on taken l�ke an
accustomed dessert. And he put all the respons�b�l�ty on her, he
regarded as almost �nnocent the lad at whom she had b�tten �n th�s
reawaken�ng of appet�te, just as one b�tes at an early green fru�t,
stolen by the ways�de. Whom would she devour, on whom would she
fall, when she no longer had compla�sant nephews, suff�c�ently
pract�cal to accept �n the�r own fam�ly the table, the bed, and the
w�fe?
There was a t�m�d scratch at the door, and H�ppolyte allowed h�mself
to wh�sper through the keyhole:
"The postman, s�r. And Mons�eur Dansaert, too, has come back,
say�ng that they are k�ll�ng one another."
"I'm com�ng down, good God!"



What should he do to them? Chase them away on the�r return from
March�ennes, l�ke st�nk�ng an�mals whom he would no longer have
beneath h�s roof? He would take a cudgel, and would tell them to
carry elsewhere the�r po�sonous coupl�ng. It was w�th the�r s�ghs, w�th
the�r m�xed breaths, that the damp warmth of th�s room had grown
heavy; the penetrat�ng odour wh�ch had suffocated h�m was the
odour of musk wh�ch h�s w�fe's sk�n exhaled, another perverse taste,
a fleshly need of v�olent perfumes; and he seemed to feel also the
heat and odour of forn�cat�on, of l�v�ng adultery, �n the pots wh�ch lay
about, �n the bas�ns st�ll full, �n the d�sorder of the l�nen, of the
furn�ture, of the ent�re room ta�nted w�th v�ce. The fury of �mpotence
threw h�m on to the bed, wh�ch he struck w�th h�s f�sts, belabour�ng
the places where he saw the �mpr�nt of the�r two bod�es, enraged
w�th the d�sordered coverlets and the crumpled sheets, soft and �nert
beneath h�s blows, as though exhausted themselves by the
embraces of the whole n�ght.
But suddenly he thought he heard H�ppolyte com�ng up aga�n. He
was arrested by shame. For a moment he stood pant�ng, w�p�ng h�s
forehead, calm�ng the bounds of h�s heart. Stand�ng before a m�rror
he looked at h�s face, so changed that he d�d not recogn�ze h�mself.
Then, when he had watched �t gradually grow calmer by an effort of
supreme w�ll, he went downsta�rs.
F�ve messengers were stand�ng below, not count�ng Dansaert. All
brought h�m news of �ncreas�ng grav�ty concern�ng the march of the
str�kers among the p�ts: and the ch�ef capta�n told h�m at length what
had gone on at M�rou and the f�ne behav�our of Father Quand�eu. He
l�stened, nodd�ng h�s head, but he d�d not hear; h�s thoughts were �n
the room upsta�rs. At last he sent them away, say�ng that he would
take due measures. When he was alone aga�n, seated before h�s
desk, he seemed to grow drowsy, w�th h�s head between h�s hands,
cover�ng h�s eyes. H�s ma�l was there, and he dec�ded to look for the
expected letter, the d�rectors' reply. The l�nes at f�rst danced before
h�m, but he understood at last that these gentlemen des�red a
sk�rm�sh; certa�nly they d�d not order h�m to make th�ngs worse, but
they allowed �t to be seen that d�sturbances would hasten the
conclus�on of the str�ke by provok�ng energet�c repress�on. After th�s,



he no longer hes�tated, but sent off telegrams on all s�des—to the
prefect of L�lle, to the corps of sold�ery at Doua�, to the pol�ce at
March�ennes. It was a rel�ef; he had noth�ng to do but shut h�mself �n;
he even spread the report that he was suffer�ng from gout. And all
the afternoon he h�d h�mself �n h�s study, rece�v�ng no one,
content�ng h�mself w�th read�ng the telegrams and letters wh�ch
cont�nued to ra�n �n. He thus followed the mob from afar, from
Madele�ne to Crévecœur, from Crévecœur to the V�cto�re, from the
V�cto�re to Gaston-Mar�e. Informat�on also reached h�m of the
bew�lderment of the pol�ce and the troops, wander�ng along the
roads, and always w�th the�r backs to the p�t attacked. They m�ght k�ll
one another, and destroy everyth�ng! He put h�s head between h�s
hands aga�n, w�th h�s f�ngers over h�s eyes, and bur�ed h�mself �n the
deep s�lence of the empty house, where he only heard now and then
the no�se of the cook's saucepans as she bustled about prepar�ng
the even�ng's d�nner.
The tw�l�ght was already darken�ng the room; �t was f�ve o'clock when
a d�sturbance made M. Hennebeau jump, as he sat dazed and �nert
w�th h�s elbows �n h�s papers. He thought that �t was the two
wretches com�ng back. But the tumult �ncreased, and a terr�ble cry
broke out just as he was go�ng to the w�ndow:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
It was the str�kers, now �nvad�ng Montsou, wh�le the pol�ce, expect�ng
an attack on the Voreux, were gallop�ng off �n the oppos�te d�rect�on
to occupy that p�t.
Just then, two k�lometres away from the f�rst houses, a l�ttle beyond
the crossways where the ma�n road cut the Vandame road, Madame
Hennebeau and the young lad�es had w�tnessed the pass�ng of the
mob. The day had been spent pleasantly at March�ennes; there had
been a del�ghtful lunch w�th the manager of the Forges, then an
�nterest�ng v�s�t to the workshops and to the ne�ghbour�ng glass
works to occupy the afternoon; and as they were now go�ng home �n
the l�mp�d decl�ne of the beaut�ful w�nter day, Céc�le had had the
wh�m to dr�nk a glass of m�lk, as she not�ced a l�ttle farm near the
edge of the road. They all then got down from the carr�age, and



Négrel gallantly leapt off h�s horse; wh�le the peasant-woman,
alarmed by all these f�ne people, rushed about, and spoke of lay�ng a
cloth before serv�ng the m�lk. But Luc�e and Jeanne wanted to see
the cow m�lked, and they went �nto the cattle-shed w�th the�r cups,
mak�ng a l�ttle rural party, and laugh�ng greatly at the l�tter �n wh�ch
one sank.
Madame Hennebeau, w�th her complacent maternal a�r, was dr�nk�ng
w�th the edge of her l�ps, when a strange roar�ng no�se from w�thout
d�sturbed her.
"What �s that, then?"
The cattle-shed, bu�lt at the edge of the road, had a large door for
carts, for �t was also used as a barn for hay. The young g�rls, who
had put out the�r heads, were aston�shed to see on the left a black
flood, a shout�ng band wh�ch was mov�ng along the Vandame road.
"The deuce!" muttered Négrel, who had also gone out. "Are our
brawlers gett�ng angry at last?"
"It �s perhaps the coll�ers aga�n," sa�d the peasant-woman. "Th�s �s
tw�ce they've passed. Seems th�ngs are not go�ng well; they're
masters of the country."
She uttered every word prudently, watch�ng the effect on the�r faces;
and when she not�ced the fr�ght of all of them, and the�r deep anx�ety
at th�s encounter, she hastened to conclude:
"Oh, the rascals! the rascals!"
Négrel, see�ng that �t was too late to get �nto the�r carr�age and reach
Montsou, ordered the coachman to br�ng the veh�cle �nto the
farmyard, where �t would rema�n h�dden beh�nd a shed. He h�mself
fastened h�s horse, wh�ch a lad had been hold�ng, beneath the shed.
When he came back he found h�s aunt and the young g�rls
d�stracted, and ready to follow the peasant-woman, who proposed
that they should take refuge �n her house. But he was of op�n�on that
they would be safer where they were, for certa�nly no one would
come and look for them �n the hay. The door, however, shut very
badly, and had such large ch�nks �n �t, that the road could be seen
between the worm-eaten planks.



"Come, courage!" he sa�d. "We w�ll sell our l�ves dearly."
Th�s joke �ncreased the�r fear. The no�se grew louder, but noth�ng
could yet be seen; along the vacant road the w�nd of a tempest
seemed to be blow�ng, l�ke those sudden gusts wh�ch precede great
storms.
"No, no! I don't want to look," sa�d Céc�le, go�ng to h�de herself �n the
hay.
Madame Hennebeau, who was very pale and felt angry w�th these
people who had spo�lt her pleasure, stood �n the background w�th a
s�delong look of repugnance; wh�le Luc�e and Jeanne, though
trembl�ng, had placed the�r eyes at a crack, anx�ous to lose noth�ng
of the spectacle.
A sound of thunder came near, the earth was shaken, and Jeanl�n
galloped up f�rst, blow�ng �nto h�s horn.
"Take out your scent-bottles, the sweat of the people �s pass�ng by!"
murmured Négrel, who, �n sp�te of h�s republ�can conv�ct�ons, l�ked to
make fun of the populace when he was w�th lad�es.
But th�s w�tt�c�sm was carr�ed away �n the hurr�cane of gestures and
cr�es. The women had appeared, nearly a thousand of them, w�th
outspread ha�r d�shevelled by runn�ng, the naked sk�n appear�ng
through the�r rags, the nakedness of females weary w�th g�v�ng b�rth
to starvel�ngs. A few held the�r l�ttle ones �n the�r arms, ra�s�ng them
and shak�ng them l�ke banners of mourn�ng and vengeance. Others,
who were younger w�th the swollen breasts of amazons, brand�shed
st�cks; wh�le fr�ghtful old women were yell�ng so loudly that the cords
of the�r fleshless necks seemed to be break�ng. And then the men
came up, two thousand madmen—trammers, p�kemen, menders—a
compact mass wh�ch rolled along l�ke a s�ngle block �n confused
serr�ed rank so that �t was �mposs�ble to d�st�ngu�sh the�r faded
trousers or ragged woollen jackets, all effaced �n the same earthy
un�form�ty. The�r eyes were burn�ng, and one only d�st�ngu�shed the
holes of black mouths s�ng�ng the Marse�lla�se; the stanzas were lost
�n a confused roar, accompan�ed by the clang of sabots over the
hard earth. Above the�r heads, am�d the br�stl�ng �ron bars, an axe



passed by, carr�ed erect; and th�s s�ngle axe, wh�ch seemed to be
the standard of the band, showed �n the clear a�r the sharp prof�le of
a gu�llot�ne-blade.
"What atroc�ous faces!" stammered Madame Hennebeau.
Négrel sa�d between h�s teeth:
"Dev�l take me �f I can recogn�ze one of them! Where do the band�ts
spr�ng from?"
And �n fact anger, hunger, these two months of suffer�ng and th�s
enraged helter-skelter through the p�ts had lengthened the plac�d
faces of the Montsou coll�ers �nto the muzzles of w�ld beasts. At th�s
moment the sun was sett�ng; �ts last rays of sombre purple cast a
gleam of blood over the pla�n. The road seemed to be full of blood;
men and women cont�nued to rush by, bloody as butchers �n the
m�dst of slaughter.
"Oh! superb!" wh�spered Luc�e and Jeanne, st�rred �n the�r art�st�c
tastes by the beaut�ful horror of �t.
They were fr�ghtened, however, and drew back close to Madame
Hennebeau, who was lean�ng on a trough. She was frozen at the
thought that a glance between the planks of that d�sjo�nted door
m�ght suff�ce to murder them. Négrel also, who was usually very
brave, felt h�mself grow pale, se�zed by a terror that was super�or to
h�s w�ll, the terror wh�ch comes from the unknown. Céc�le, �n the hay,
no longer st�rred; and the others, �n sp�te of the w�sh to turn away
the�r eyes, could not do so: they were compelled to gaze.
It was the red v�s�on of the revolut�on, wh�ch would one day �nev�tably
carry them all away, on some bloody even�ng at the end of the
century. Yes, some even�ng the people, unbr�dled at last, would thus
gallop along the roads, mak�ng the blood of the m�ddle class flow,
parad�ng severed heads and spr�nkl�ng gold from d�sembowelled
coffers. The women would yell, the men would have those wolf-l�ke
jaws open to b�te. Yes, the same rags, the same thunder of great
sabots, the same terr�ble troop, w�th d�rty sk�ns and ta�nted breath,
sweep�ng away the old world beneath an overflow�ng flood of
barbar�ans. F�res would flame; they would not leave stand�ng one



stone of the towns; they would return to the savage l�fe of the woods,
after the great rut, the great feast-day, when the poor �n one n�ght
would emac�ate the w�ves and empty the cellars of the r�ch. There
would be noth�ng left, not a sou of the great fortunes, not a t�tle-deed
of propert�es acqu�red; unt�l the day dawned when a new earth would
perhaps spr�ng up once more. Yes, �t was these th�ngs wh�ch were
pass�ng along the road; �t was the force of nature herself, and they
were rece�v�ng the terr�ble w�nd of �t �n the�r faces.
A great cry arose, dom�nat�ng the Marse�lla�se:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
Luc�e and Jeanne pressed themselves aga�nst Madame Hennebeau,
who was almost fa�nt�ng; wh�le Négrel placed h�mself before them as
though to protect them by h�s body. Was the old soc�al order crack�ng
th�s very even�ng? And what they saw �mmed�ately after completed
the�r stupefact�on. The band had nearly passed by, there were only a
few stragglers left, when Mouquette came up. She was delay�ng,
watch�ng the bourgeo�s at the�r garden gates or the w�ndows of the�r
houses; and whenever she saw them, as she was not able to sp�t �n
the�r faces, she showed them what for her was the cl�max of
contempt. Doubtless she perce�ved someone now, for suddenly she
ra�sed her sk�rts, bent her back, and showed her enormous buttocks,
naked beneath the last rays of the sun. There was noth�ng obscene
�n those f�erce buttocks, and nobody laughed.
Everyth�ng d�sappeared: the flood rolled on to Montsou along the
turns of the road, between the low houses streaked w�th br�ght
colours. The carr�age was drawn out of the yard, but the coachman
would not take �t upon h�m to convey back madame and the young
lad�es w�thout delay; the str�kers occup�ed the street. And the worst
was, there was no other road.
"We must go back, however, for d�nner w�ll be ready," sa�d Madame
Hennebeau, exasperated by annoyance and fear. "These d�rty
workpeople have aga�n chosen a day when I have v�s�tors. How can
you do good to such creatures?"



Luc�e and Jeanne were occup�ed �n pull�ng Céc�le out of the hay. She
was struggl�ng, bel�ev�ng that those savages were st�ll pass�ng by,
and repeat�ng that she d�d not want to see them. At last they all took
the�r places �n the carr�age aga�n. It then occurred to Négrel, who
had remounted, that they m�ght go through the Réqu�llart lanes.
"Go gently," he sa�d to the coachman, "for the road �s atroc�ous. If
any groups prevent you from return�ng to the road over there, you
can stop beh�nd the old p�t, and we w�ll return on foot through the
l�ttle garden door, wh�le you can put up the carr�age and horses
anywhere, �n some �nn outhouse."
They set out. The band, far away, was stream�ng �nto Montsou. As
they had tw�ce seen pol�ce and m�l�tary, the �nhab�tants were ag�tated
and se�zed by pan�c. Abom�nable stor�es were c�rculat�ng; �t was sa�d
that wr�tten placards had been set up threaten�ng to r�p open the
bell�es of the bourgeo�s. Nobody had read them, but all the same
they were able to quote the exact words. At the lawyer's espec�ally
the terror was at �ts he�ght, for he had just rece�ved by post an
anonymous letter warn�ng h�m that a barrel of powder was bur�ed �n
h�s cellar, and that �t would be blown up �f he d�d not declare h�mself
on the s�de of the people. Just then the Grégo�res, prolong�ng the�r
v�s�t on the arr�val of th�s letter, were d�scuss�ng �t, and dec�ded that �t
must be the work of a joker, when the �nvas�on of the mob completed
the terror of the house. They, however, sm�led, draw�ng back a
corner of the curta�n to look out, and refused to adm�t that there was
any danger, certa�n, they sa�d, that all would f�n�sh up well. F�ve
o'clock struck, and they had t�me to wa�t unt�l the street was free for
them to cross the road to d�ne w�th the Hennebeaus, where Céc�le,
who had surely returned, must be wa�t�ng for them. But no one �n
Montsou seemed to share the�r conf�dence. People were w�ldly
runn�ng about; doors and w�ndows were banged to. They saw
Ma�grat, on the other s�de of the road, barr�cad�ng h�s shop w�th a
large supply of �ron bars, and look�ng so pale and trembl�ng that h�s
feeble l�ttle w�fe was obl�ged to fasten the screws. The band had
come to a halt before the manager's v�lla, and the cry echoed:
"Bread! bread! bread!"



M. Hennebeau was stand�ng at the w�ndow when H�ppolyte came �n
to close the shutters, for fear the w�ndows should be broken by
stones. He closed all on the ground floor, and then went up to the
f�rst floor; the creak of the w�ndow-fasteners was heard and the clack
of the shutters one by one. Unfortunately, �t was not poss�ble to shut
the k�tchen w�ndow �n the area �n the same way, a w�ndow made
d�squ�et�ngly ruddy by the gleams from the saucepans and the sp�t.
Mechan�cally, M. Hennebeau, who w�shed to look out, went up to
Paul's room on the second floor: �t was on the left, the best s�tuated,
for �t commanded the road as far as the Company's Yards. And he
stood beh�nd the bl�nds overlook�ng the crowd. But th�s room had
aga�n overcome h�m, the to�let table sponged and �n order, the cold
bed w�th neat and well-drawn sheets. All h�s rage of the afternoon,
that fur�ous battle �n the depths of h�s s�lent sol�tude, had now turned
to an �mmense fat�gue. H�s whole be�ng was now l�ke th�s room,
grown cold, swept of the f�lth of the morn�ng, returned to �ts hab�tual
correctness. What was the good of a scandal? had anyth�ng really
changed �n h�s house? H�s w�fe had s�mply taken another lover; that
she had chosen h�m �n the fam�ly scarcely aggravated the fact;
perhaps even �t was an advantage, for she thus preserved
appearances. He p�t�ed h�mself when he thought of h�s mad jealousy.
How r�d�culous to have struck that bed w�th h�s f�sts! S�nce he had
tolerated another man, he could certa�nly tolerate th�s one. It was
only a matter of a l�ttle more contempt. A terr�ble b�tterness was
po�son�ng h�s mouth, the uselessness of everyth�ng, the eternal pa�n
of ex�stence, shame for h�mself who always adored and des�red th�s
woman �n the d�rt �n wh�ch he had abandoned her.
Beneath the w�ndow the yells broke out w�th �ncreased v�olence:
"Bread! bread! bread!"
"Id�ots!" sa�d M. Hennebeau between h�s clenched teeth.
He heard them abus�ng h�m for h�s large salary, call�ng h�m a bloated
�dler, a bloody beast who stuffed h�mself to �nd�gest�on w�th good
th�ngs, wh�le the worker was dy�ng of hunger. The women had
not�ced the k�tchen, and there was a tempest of �mprecat�ons aga�nst
the pheasant roast�ng there, aga�nst the sauces that w�th fat odours



�rr�tated the�r empty stomachs. Ah! the st�nk�ng bourgeo�s, they
should be stuffed w�th champagne and truffles t�ll the�r guts burst.
"Bread! bread! bread!"
"Id�ots!" repeated M. Hennebeau; "am I happy?"
Anger arose �n h�m aga�nst these people who could not understand.
He would w�ll�ngly have made them a present of h�s large salary to
possess the�r hard sk�n and the�r fac�l�ty of coupl�ng w�thout regret.
Why could he not seat them at h�s table and stuff them w�th h�s
pheasant, wh�le he went to forn�cate beh�nd the hedges, to tumble
the g�rls over, mak�ng fun of those who had tumbled them over
before h�m! He would have g�ven everyth�ng, h�s educat�on, h�s
comfort, h�s luxury, h�s power as manager, �f he could be for one day
the v�lest of the wretches who obeyed h�m, free of h�s flesh, enough
of a blackguard to beat h�s w�fe and to take h�s pleasure w�th h�s
ne�ghbours' w�ves. And he longed also to be dy�ng of hunger, to have
an empty belly, a stomach tw�sted by cramps that would make h�s
head turn w�th g�dd�ness: perhaps that would have k�lled the eternal
pa�n. Ah! to l�ve l�ke a brute, to possess noth�ng, to scour the f�elds
w�th the ugl�est and d�rt�est putter, and to be able to be happy!
"Bread! bread! bread!"
Then he grew angry and shouted fur�ously �n the tumult:
"Bread! �s that enough, �d�ots!"
He could eat, and all the same he was groan�ng w�th torment. H�s
desolate household, h�s whole wounded l�fe, choked h�m at the
throat l�ke a death agony. Th�ngs were not all for the best because
one had bread. Who was the fool who placed earthly happ�ness �n
the part�t�on of wealth? These revolut�onary dreamers m�ght
demol�sh soc�ety and rebu�lt another soc�ety; they would not add one
joy to human�ty, they would not take away one pa�n, by cutt�ng
bread-and-butter for everybody. They would even enlarge the
unhapp�ness of the earth; they would one day make the very dogs
howl w�th despa�r when they had taken them out of the tranqu�l
sat�sfact�on of �nst�nct, to ra�se them to the unappeasable suffer�ng of
pass�on. No, the one good th�ng was not to ex�st, and �f one ex�sted,



to be a tree, a stone, less st�ll, a gra�n of sand, wh�ch cannot bleed
beneath the heels of the passer-by.
And �n th�s exasperat�on of h�s torment, tears swelled �n M.
Hennebeau's eyes, and broke �n burn�ng drops on h�s cheeks. The
tw�l�ght was drown�ng the road when stones began to r�ddle the front
of the v�lla. W�th no anger now aga�nst these starv�ng people, only
enraged by the burn�ng wound at h�s heart he cont�nued to stammer
�n the m�dst of h�s tears:
"Id�ots! �d�ots!"
But the cry of the belly dom�nated, and a roar blew l�ke a tempest,
sweep�ng everyth�ng before �t:
"Bread! bread! bread!"

CHAPTER VI

Sobered by Cather�ne's blows, Ét�enne had rema�ned at the head of
h�s mates. But wh�le he was hoarsely urg�ng them on to Montsou, he
heard another vo�ce w�th�n h�m, the vo�ce of reason, ask�ng, �n
aston�shment, the mean�ng of all th�s. He had not �ntended any of
these th�ngs; how had �t happened that, hav�ng set out for Jean-Bart
w�th the object of act�ng calmly and prevent�ng d�saster, he had
f�n�shed th�s day of �ncreas�ng v�olence by bes�eg�ng the manager's
v�lla?
He �t certa�nly was, however, who had just cr�ed, "Halt!" Only at f�rst
h�s sole �dea had been to protect the Company's Yards, wh�ch there
had been talk of sack�ng. And now that stones were already graz�ng
the facade of the v�lla, he sought �n va�n for some lawful prey on
wh�ch to throw the band, so as to avo�d greater m�sfortunes. As he
thus stood alone, powerless, �n the m�ddle of the road, he was called
by a man stand�ng on the threshold of the Estam�net T�son, where
the landlady had just put up the shutters �n haste, leav�ng only the
door free.



"Yes, �t's me. W�ll you l�sten?"
It was Rasseneur. Some th�rty men and women, nearly all belong�ng
to the settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante, who had rema�ned at
home �n the morn�ng and had come �n the even�ng for news, had
�nvaded th�s estam�net on the approach of the str�kers. Zachar�e
occup�ed a table w�th h�s w�fe, Ph�loméne. Farther on, P�erron and
P�erronne, w�th the�r backs turned, were h�d�ng the�r faces. No one
was dr�nk�ng, they had s�mply taken shelter.
Ét�enne recogn�zed Rasseneur and was turn�ng away, when the
latter added:
"You don't want to see me, eh? I warned you, th�ngs are gett�ng
awkward. Now you may ask for bread, they'll g�ve you lead."
Then Ét�enne came back and repl�ed:
"What troubles me �s, the cowards who fold the�r arms and watch us
r�sk�ng our sk�ns."
"Your not�on, then, �s to p�llage over there?" asked Rasseneur.
"My not�on �s to rema�n to the last w�th our fr�ends, qu�t by dy�ng
together."
In despa�r, Ét�enne went back �nto the crowd, ready to d�e. On the
road, three ch�ldren were throw�ng stones, and he gave them a good
k�ck, shout�ng out to h�s comrades that �t was no good break�ng
w�ndows.
Bébert and Lyd�e, who had rejo�ned Jeanl�n, were learn�ng from h�m
how to work the sl�ng. They each sent a fl�nt, play�ng at who could do
the most damage. Lyd�e had awkwardly cracked the head of a
woman �n the crowd, and the two boys were loudly laugh�ng.
Bonnemort and Mouque, seated on a bench, were gaz�ng at them
beh�nd. Bonnemort's swollen legs bore h�m so badly, that he had
great d�ff�culty �n dragg�ng h�mself so far; no one knew what cur�os�ty
�mpelled h�m, for h�s face had the earthy look of those days when he
never spoke a word.
Nobody, however, any longer obeyed Ét�enne. The stones, �n sp�te of
h�s orders, went on ha�l�ng, and he was aston�shed and terr�f�ed by



these brutes he had unmuzzled, who were so slow to move and then
so terr�ble, so feroc�ously tenac�ous �n the�r rage. All the old Flem�sh
blood was there, heavy and plac�d, tak�ng months to get heated, and
then g�v�ng �tself up to abom�nable savagery, l�sten�ng to noth�ng unt�l
the beast was glutted by atroc�t�es. In h�s southern land crowds
flamed up more qu�ckly, but they d�d not effect so much. He had to
struggle w�th Levaque to obta�n possess�on of h�s axe, and he knew
not how to keep back the Maheus, who were throw�ng fl�nts w�th both
hands. The women, espec�ally, terr�f�ed h�m—the Levaque,
Mouquette, and the others—who were ag�tated by murderous fury,
w�th teeth and na�ls out, bark�ng l�ke b�tches, and dr�ven on by
Mother Brulé, whose lean f�gure dom�nated them.
But there was a sudden stop; a moment's surpr�se brought a l�ttle of
that calmness wh�ch Ét�enne's suppl�cat�ons could not obta�n. It was
s�mply the Grégo�res, who had dec�ded to b�d farewell to the lawyer,
and to cross the road to the manager's house; and they seemed so
peaceful, they so clearly had the a�r of bel�ev�ng that the whole th�ng
was a joke on the part of the�r worthy m�ners, whose res�gnat�on had
nour�shed them for a century, that the latter, �n fact, left off throw�ng
stones, for fear of h�tt�ng th�s old gentleman and old lady who had
fallen from the sky. They allowed them to enter the garden, mount
the steps, and r�ng at the barr�caded door, wh�ch was by no means
opened �n a hurry. Just then, Rose, the housema�d, was return�ng,
laugh�ng at the fur�ous workmen, all of whom she knew, for she
belonged to Montsou. And �t was she who, by str�k�ng her f�sts
aga�nst the door, at last forced H�ppolyte to set �t ajar. It was t�me, for
as the Grégo�res d�sappeared, the ha�l of stones began aga�n.
Recover�ng from �ts aston�shment, the crowd was shout�ng louder
than ever:
"Death to the bourgeo�s! Hurrah for the people!"
Rose went on laugh�ng, �n the hall of the v�lla, as though amused by
the adventure, and repeated to the terr�f�ed man-servant:
"They're not bad-hearted; I know them."
M. Grégo�re method�cally hung up h�s hat. Then, when he had
ass�sted Madame Grégo�re to draw off her th�ck cloth mantle, he



sa�d, �n h�s turn:
"Certa�nly, they have no mal�ce at bottom. When they have shouted
well they w�ll go home to supper w�th more appet�te."
At th�s moment M. Hennebeau came down from the second floor. He
had seen the scene, and came to rece�ve h�s guests �n h�s usual cold
and pol�te manner. The pallor of h�s face alone revealed the gr�ef
wh�ch had shaken h�m. The man was tamed; there only rema�ned �n
h�m the correct adm�n�strator resolved to do h�s duty.
"You know," he sa�d, "the lad�es have not yet come back."
For the f�rst t�me some anx�ety d�sturbed the Grégo�res. Céc�le not
come back! How could she come back now �f the m�ners were to
prolong the�r jok�ng?
"I thought of hav�ng the place cleared," added M. Hennebeau. "But
the m�sfortune �s that I'm alone here, and, bes�des, I do not know
where to send my servant to br�ng me four men and a corporal to
clear away th�s mob."
Rose, who had rema�ned there, ventured to murmur anew:
"Oh, s�r! they are not bad-hearted!"
The manager shook h�s head, wh�le the tumult �ncreased outs�de,
and they could hear the dull crash of the stones aga�nst the house.
"I don't w�sh to be hard on them, I can even excuse them; one must
be as fool�sh as they are to bel�eve that we are anx�ous to �njure
them. But �t �s my duty to prevent d�sturbance. To th�nk that there are
pol�ce all along the roads, as I am told, and that I have not been able
to see a s�ngle man s�nce the morn�ng!"
He �nterrupted h�mself, and drew back before Madame Grégo�re,
say�ng:
"Let me beg you, madame, do not stay here, come �nto the draw�ng-
room."
But the cook, com�ng up from below �n exasperat�on, kept them �n
the hall a few m�nutes longer. She declared that she could no longer
accept any respons�b�l�ty for the d�nner, for she was expect�ng from



the March�ennes pastrycook some vol-au-vent crusts wh�ch she had
ordered for four o'clock. The pastrycook had ev�dently turned as�de
on the road for fear of these band�ts. Perhaps they had even p�llaged
h�s hampers. She saw the vol-au-vent blockaded beh�nd a bush,
bes�eged, go�ng to swell the bell�es of the three thousand wretches
who were ask�ng for bread. In any case, mons�eur was warned; she
would rather p�tch her d�nner �nto the f�re �f �t was to be spo�lt
because of the revolt.
"Pat�ence, pat�ence," sa�d M. Hennebeau. "All �s not lost, the
pastrycook may come."
And as he turned toward Madame Grégo�re, open�ng the draw�ng-
room door h�mself, he was much surpr�sed to observe, seated on the
hall bench, a man whom he had not d�st�ngu�shed before �n the
deepen�ng shade.
"What! you, Ma�grat! what �s �t, then?"
Ma�grat arose; h�s fat, pale face was changed by terror. He no longer
possessed h�s usual calm stol�d�ty; he humbly expla�ned that he had
sl�pped �nto the manager's house to ask for a�d and protect�on should
the br�gands attack h�s shop.
"You see that I am threatened myself, and that I have no one,"
repl�ed M. Hennebeau. "You would have done better to stay at home
and guard your property."
"Oh! I have put up �ron bars and left my w�fe there."
The manager showed �mpat�ence, and d�d not conceal h�s contempt.
A f�ne guard, that poor creature worn out by blows!
"Well, I can do noth�ng; you must try to defend yourself. I adv�se you
to go back at once, for there they are aga�n demand�ng bread.
L�sten!"
In fact, the tumult began aga�n, and Ma�grat thought he heard h�s
own name �n the m�dst of the cr�es. To go back was no longer
poss�ble, they would have torn h�m to p�eces. Bes�des, the �dea of h�s
ru�n overcame h�m. He pressed h�s face to the glass panel of the



door, persp�r�ng and trembl�ng �n ant�c�pat�on of d�saster, wh�le the
Grégo�res dec�ded to go �nto the draw�ng-room.
M. Hennebeau qu�etly endeavoured to do the honours of h�s house.
But �n va�n he begged h�s guests to s�t down; the close, barr�caded
room, l�ghted by two lamps �n the dayt�me, was f�lled w�th terror at
each new clamour from w�thout. Am�d the stuffy hang�ngs the fury of
the mob rolled more d�sturb�ngly, w�th vague and terr�ble menace.
They talked, however, constantly brought back to th�s �nconce�vable
revolt. He was aston�shed at hav�ng foreseen noth�ng; and h�s
�nformat�on was so defect�ve that he spec�ally talked aga�nst
Rasseneur, whose detestable �nfluence, he sa�d, he was able to
recogn�ze. Bes�des, the gendarmes would come; �t was �mposs�ble
that he should be thus abandoned. As to the Grégo�res, they only
thought about the�r daughter, the poor darl�ng who was so qu�ckly
fr�ghtened! Perhaps, �n face of the per�l, the carr�age had returned to
March�ennes. They wa�ted on for another quarter of an hour, worn
out by the no�se �n the street, and by the sound of the stones from
t�me to t�me str�k�ng the closed shutters wh�ch rang out l�ke gongs.
The s�tuat�on was no longer bearable. M. Hennebeau spoke of go�ng
out to chase away the brawlers by h�mself, and to meet the carr�age,
when H�ppolyte appeared, excla�m�ng:
"S�r! s�r, here �s madame! They are k�ll�ng madame!"
The carr�age had not been able to pass through the threaten�ng
groups �n the Réqu�llart lane. Négrel had carr�ed out h�s �dea, walk�ng
the hundred metres wh�ch separated them from the house, and
knock�ng at the l�ttle door wh�ch led to the garden, near the common.
The gardener would hear them, for there was always someone there
to open. And, at f�rst, th�ngs had gone perfectly; Madame
Hennebeau and the young lad�es were already knock�ng when some
women, who had been warned, rushed �nto the lane. Then
everyth�ng was spo�lt. The door was not opened, and Négrel �n va�n
sought to burst �t open w�th h�s shoulder. The rush of women
�ncreased, and fear�ng they would be carr�ed away, he adopted the
desperate method of push�ng h�s aunt and the g�rls before h�m, �n
order to reach the front steps, by pass�ng through the bes�egers. But
th�s manœuvre led to a hustl�ng. They were not left free, a shout�ng



band followed them, wh�le the crowd floated up to r�ght and to left,
w�thout understand�ng, s�mply aston�shed at these dressed-up lad�es
lost �n the m�dst of the battle. At th�s moment the confus�on was so
great that �t led to one of those cur�ous m�stakes wh�ch can never be
expla�ned. Luc�e and Jeanne reached the steps, and sl�pped �n
through the door, wh�ch the housema�d opened; Madame
Hennebeau had succeeded �n follow�ng them, and beh�nd them
Négrel at last came �n, and then bolted the door, feel�ng sure that he
had seen Céc�le go �n f�rst. She was no longer there, hav�ng
d�sappeared on the way, so carr�ed away by fear, that she had
turned her back to the house, and had moved of her own accord �nto
the th�ck of danger.
At once the cry arose:
"Hurrah for the people! Death to the bourgeo�s! To death w�th them!"
A few of those �n the d�stance, beneath the ve�l wh�ch h�d her face,
m�stook her for Madame Hennebeau; others sa�d she was a fr�end of
the manager's w�fe, the young w�fe of a ne�ghbour�ng manufacturer
who was execrated by h�s men. And bes�des �t mattered l�ttle, �t was
her s�lk dress, her fur mantle, even the wh�te feather �n her hat,
wh�ch exasperated them. She smelled of perfume, she wore a
watch, she had the del�cate sk�n of a lazy woman who had never
touched coal.
"Stop!" shouted Mother Brulé, "we'll put �t on your arse, that lace!"
"The lazy sluts steal �t from us," sa�d the Levaque. "They st�ck fur on
to the�r sk�ns wh�le we are dy�ng of cold. Just str�p her naked, to
show her how to l�ve!"
At once Mouquette rushed forward.
"Yes, yes! wh�p her!"
And the women, �n th�s savage r�valry, struggled and stretched out
the�r rags, as though each were try�ng to get a morsel of th�s r�ch g�rl.
No doubt her backs�de was not better made than any one else's.
More than one of them were rotten beneath the�r gewgaws. Th�s
�njust�ce had lasted qu�te long enough; they should be forced to



dress themselves l�ke workwomen, these harlots who dared to spend
f�fty sous on the wash�ng of a s�ngle pett�coat.
In the m�dst of these fur�es Céc�le was shak�ng w�th paralysed legs,
stammer�ng over and over aga�n the same phrase:
"Lad�es! please! please! Lad�es, please don't hurt me!"
But she suddenly uttered a shr�ll cry; cold hands had se�zed her by
the neck. The rush had brought her near old Bonnemort, who had
taken hold of her. He seemed drunk from hunger, stupef�ed by h�s
long m�sery, suddenly arous�ng h�mself from the res�gnat�on of half a
century, under the �nfluence of no one knew what mal�c�ous �mpulse.
After hav�ng �n the course of h�s l�fe saved a dozen mates from
death, r�sk�ng h�s bones �n f�re-damps and landsl�ps, he was y�eld�ng
to th�ngs wh�ch he would not have been able to express, compelled
to do thus, fasc�nated by th�s young g�rl's wh�te neck. And as on th�s
day he had lost h�s tongue, he clenched h�s f�ngers, w�th h�s a�r of an
old �nf�rm an�mal rum�nat�ng over h�s recollect�ons.
"No! no!" yelled the women. "Uncover her arse! out w�th her arse!"
In the v�lla, as soon as they had real�zed the m�shap, Négrel and M.
Hennebeau bravely reopened the door to run to Céc�le's help. But
the crowd was now press�ng aga�nst the garden ra�l�ngs, and �t was
not easy to go out. A struggle took place here, wh�le the Grégo�res �n
terror stood on the steps.
"Let her be then, old man! It's the P�ola�ne young lady," cr�ed
Maheude to the grandfather, recogn�z�ng Céc�le, whose ve�l had
been torn off by one of the women.
On h�s s�de, Ét�enne, overwhelmed at th�s retal�at�on on a ch�ld, was
try�ng to force the band to let go the�r prey. An �nsp�rat�on came to
h�m; he brand�shed the axe, wh�ch he had snatched from Levaque's
hands.
"To Ma�grat's house, by God! there's bread �n there! Down to the
earth w�th Ma�grat's damned shed!"
And at random he gave the f�rst blow of the axe aga�nst the shop
door. Some comrades had followed h�m—Levaque, Maheu, and a



few others. But the women were fur�ous, and Céc�le had fallen from
Bonnemort's f�ngers �nto Mother Brulé's hands. Lyd�e and Bébert, led
by Jeanl�n, had sl�pped on all fours between her pett�coats to see the
lady's bottom. Already the women were pull�ng her about; her
clothes were beg�nn�ng to spl�t, when a man on horseback appeared,
push�ng on h�s an�mal, and us�ng h�s r�d�ng-wh�p on those who would
not stand back qu�ck enough.
"Ah! rascals! You are go�ng to flog our daughters, are you?"
It was Deneul�n who had come to the rendezvous for d�nner. He
qu�ckly jumped on to the road, took Céc�le by the wa�st, and, w�th the
other hand man�pulat�ng h�s horse w�th remarkable sk�ll and strength,
he used �t as a l�v�ng wedge to spl�t the crowd, wh�ch drew back
before the onset. At the ra�l�ng the battle cont�nued. He passed
through, however, w�th some bru�ses. Th�s unforeseen ass�stance
del�vered Négrel and M. Hennebeau, who were �n great danger am�d
the oaths and blows. And wh�le the young man at last led �n the
fa�nt�ng Céc�le, Deneul�n protected the manager w�th h�s tall body,
and at the top of the steps rece�ved a stone wh�ch nearly put h�s
shoulder out.
"That's �t," he cr�ed; "break my bones now you've broken my
eng�nes!"
He promptly pushed the door to, and a volley of fl�nts fell aga�nst �t.
"What madmen!" he excla�med. "Two seconds more, and they would
have broken my skull l�ke an empty gourd. There �s noth�ng to say to
them; what could you do? They know noth�ng, you can only knock
them down."
In the draw�ng-room, the Grégo�res were weep�ng as they watched
Céc�le recover. She was not hurt, there was not even a scratch to be
seen, only her ve�l was lost. But the�r fr�ght �ncreased when they saw
before them the�r cook, Mélan�e, who descr�bed how the mob had
demol�shed P�ola�ne. Mad w�th fear she had run to warn her masters.
She had come �n when the door was ajar at the moment of the fray,
w�thout any one not�c�ng her; and �n her endless narrat�ve the s�ngle
stone w�th wh�ch Jeanl�n had broken one w�ndow-pane became a



regular cannonade wh�ch had crushed through the walls. Then M.
Grégo�re's �deas were altogether upset: they were murder�ng h�s
daughter, they were raz�ng h�s house to the ground; �t was, then, true
that these m�ners could bear h�m �ll w�ll, because he l�ved l�ke a
worthy man on the�r labour?
The housema�d, who had brought �n a towel and some eau-de-
Cologne, repeated:
"All the same �t's queer, they're not bad-hearted."
Madame Hennebeau, seated and very pale, had not recovered from
the shock to her feel�ngs; and she was only able to f�nd a sm�le when
Négrel was compl�mented. Céc�le's parents espec�ally thanked the
young man, and the marr�age m�ght now be regarded as settled. M.
Hennebeau looked on �n s�lence, turn�ng from h�s w�fe to th�s lover
whom �n the morn�ng he had been swear�ng to k�ll, then to th�s young
g�rl by whom he would, no doubt, soon be freed from h�m. There was
no haste, only the fear rema�ned w�th h�m of see�ng h�s w�fe fall
lower, perhaps to some lackey.
"And you, my l�ttle darl�ngs," asked Deneul�n of h�s daughters; "have
they broken any of your bones?"
Luc�e and Jeanne had been much afra�d, but they were pleased to
have seen �t all. They were now laugh�ng.
"By George!" the father went on, "we've had a f�ne day! If you want a
dowry, you would do well to earn �t yourselves, and you may also
expect to have to support me."
He was jok�ng, but h�s vo�ce trembled. H�s eyes swelled w�th tears as
h�s two daughters threw themselves �nto h�s arms.
M. Hennebeau had heard th�s confess�on of ru�n. A qu�ck thought l�t
up h�s face. Vandame would now belong to Montsou; th�s was the
hoped-for compensat�on, the stroke of fortune wh�ch would br�ng h�m
back to favour w�th the gentlemen on the d�rectorate. At every cr�s�s
of h�s ex�stence, he took refuge �n the str�ct execut�on of the orders
he had rece�ved; �n the m�l�tary d�sc�pl�ne �n wh�ch he l�ved he found
h�s small share of happ�ness.



But they grew calm; the draw�ng-room fell back �nto a weary
peacefulness, w�th the qu�et l�ght of �ts two lamps, and the warm
stuff�ness of the hang�ngs. What, then, was go�ng on outs�de? The
brawlers were s�lent, and stones no longer struck the house; one
only heard deep, full blows, those blows of the hatchet wh�ch one
hears �n d�stant woods. They w�shed to f�nd out, and went back �nto
the hall to venture a glance through the glass panel of the door. Even
the lad�es went upsta�rs to post themselves beh�nd the bl�nds on the
f�rst floor.
"Do you see that scoundrel, Rasseneur, over there on the threshold
of the publ�c-house?" sa�d M. Hennebeau to Deneul�n. "I had
guessed as much; he must be �n �t."
It was not Rasseneur, however, �t was Ét�enne, who was deal�ng
blows from h�s axe at Ma�grat's shop. And he went on call�ng to the
men; d�d not the goods �n there belong to the coll�ers? Had they not
the r�ght to take back the�r property from th�s th�ef who had explo�ted
them so long, who was starv�ng them at a h�nt from the Company?
Gradually they all left the manager's house, and ran up to p�llage the
ne�ghbour�ng shop. The cry, "Bread! bread! bread!" broke out anew.
They would f�nd bread beh�nd that door. The rage of hunger carr�ed
them away, as �f they suddenly felt that they could wa�t no longer
w�thout exp�r�ng on the road. Such fur�ous thrusts were made at the
door that at every stroke of the axe Ét�enne feared to wound
someone.
Meanwh�le Ma�grat, who had left the hall of the manager's house,
had at f�rst taken refuge �n the k�tchen; but, hear�ng noth�ng there, he
�mag�ned some abom�nable attempt aga�nst h�s shop, and came up
aga�n to h�de beh�nd the pump outs�de, when he d�st�nctly heard the
crack�ng of the door and shouts of p�llage �n wh�ch h�s own name
was m�xed. It was not a n�ghtmare, then. If he could not see, he
could now hear, and he followed the attack w�th r�ng�ng ears; every
blow struck h�m �n the heart. A h�nge must have g�ven way; f�ve
m�nutes more and the shop would be taken. The th�ng was stamped
on h�s bra�n �n real and terr�ble �mages—the br�gands rush�ng
forward, then the drawers broken open, the sacks empt�ed,
everyth�ng eaten, everyth�ng drunk, the house �tself carr�ed away,



noth�ng left, not even a st�ck w�th wh�ch he m�ght go and beg through
the v�llages. No, he would never allow them to complete h�s ru�n; he
would rather leave h�s l�fe there. S�nce he had been here he not�ced
at a w�ndow of h�s house h�s w�fe's th�n s�lhouette, pale and
confused, beh�nd the panes; no doubt she was watch�ng the blows
w�th her usual s�lent a�r of a poor beaten creature. Beneath there
was a shed, so placed that from the v�lla garden one could cl�mb �t
from the pal�ngs; then �t was easy to get on to the t�les up to the
w�ndow. And the �dea of thus return�ng home now pursued h�m �n h�s
remorse at hav�ng left. Perhaps he would have t�me to barr�cade the
shop w�th furn�ture; he even �nvented other and more hero�c
defences—bo�l�ng o�l, l�ghted petroleum, poured out from above. But
th�s love of h�s property struggled aga�nst h�s fear, and he groaned �n
the battle w�th coward�ce. Suddenly, on hear�ng a deeper blow of the
axe, he made up h�s m�nd. Avar�ce conquered; he and h�s w�fe would
cover the sacks w�th the�r bod�es rather than abandon a s�ngle loaf.
Almost �mmed�ately hoot�ng broke out:
"Look! look!—The tom-cat's up there! After the cat! after the cat!"
The mob had just seen Ma�grat on the roof of the shed. In h�s fever
of anx�ety he had cl�mbed the pal�ngs w�th ag�l�ty �n sp�te of h�s
we�ght, and w�thout troubl�ng over the break�ng wood; and now he
was flatten�ng h�mself along the t�les, and endeavour�ng to reach the
w�ndow. But the slope was very steep; he was �ncommoded by h�s
stoutness, and h�s na�ls were torn. He would have dragged h�mself
up, however, �f he had not begun to tremble w�th the fear of stones;
for the crowd, wh�ch he could not see, cont�nued to cry beneath h�m:
"After the cat! after the cat!—Do for h�m!"
And suddenly both h�s hands let go at once, and he rolled down l�ke
a ball, leapt at the gutter, and fell across the m�ddle wall �n such a
way that, by �ll-chance, he rebounded on the s�de of the road, where
h�s skull was broken open on the corner of a stone p�llar. H�s bra�n
had spurted out. He was dead. H�s w�fe up above, pale and confused
beh�nd the w�ndow-panes, st�ll looked out.



They were stupef�ed at f�rst. Ét�enne stopped short, and the axe
sl�pped from h�s hands. Maheu, Levaque, and the others forgot the
shop, w�th the�r eyes f�xed on the wall along wh�ch a th�n red streak
was slowly flow�ng down. And the cr�es ceased, and s�lence spread
over the grow�ng darkness.
All at once the hoot�ng began aga�n. It was the women, who rushed
forward overcome by the drunkenness of blood.
"Then there �s a good God, after all! Ah! the bloody beast, he's done
for!"
They surrounded the st�ll warm body. They �nsulted �t w�th laughter,
abus�ng h�s fractured head, the d�rty chops, hurl�ng �n the dead
man's face the long venom of the�r starved l�ves.
"I owed you s�xty francs, now you're pa�d, th�ef!" sa�d Maheude,
enraged l�ke the others. "You won't refuse me cred�t any more. Wa�t!
wa�t! I must fatten you once more!"
W�th her f�ngers she scratched up some earth, took two handfuls and
stuffed �t v�olently �nto h�s mouth.
"There! eat that! There! eat! eat! you used to eat us!"
The abuse �ncreased, wh�le the dead man, stretched on h�s back,
gazed mot�onless w�th h�s large f�xed eyes at the �mmense sky from
wh�ch the n�ght was fall�ng. Th�s earth heaped �n h�s mouth was the
bread he had refused to g�ve. And henceforth he would eat of no
other bread. It had not brought h�m luck to starve poor people.
But the women had another revenge to wreak on h�m. They moved
round, smell�ng h�m l�ke she-wolves. They were all seek�ng for some
outrage, some savagery that would rel�eve them.
Mother Brulé's shr�ll vo�ce was heard: "Cut h�m l�ke a tom-cat!"
"Yes, yes, after the cat! after the cat! He's done too much, the d�rty
beast!"
Mouquette was already unfasten�ng and draw�ng off the trousers,
wh�le the Levaque woman ra�sed the legs. And Mother Brulé w�th her
dry old hands separated the naked th�ghs and se�zed th�s dead



v�r�l�ty. She took hold of everyth�ng, tear�ng w�th an effort wh�ch bent
her lean sp�ne and made her long arms crack. The soft sk�n res�sted;
she had to try aga�n, and at last carr�ed away the fragment, a lump of
ha�ry and bleed�ng flesh, wh�ch she brand�shed w�th a laugh of
tr�umph.
"I've got �t! I've got �t!"
Shr�ll vo�ces saluted w�th curses the abom�nable trophy.
"Ah! sw�ne! you won't f�ll our daughters any more!"
"Yes! we've done w�th pay�ng on your beastly body; we shan't any
more have to offer a backs�de �n return for a loaf."
"Here, I owe you s�x francs; would you l�ke to settle �t? I'm qu�te
w�ll�ng, �f you can do �t st�ll!"
Th�s joke shook them all w�th terr�ble ga�ety. They showed each other
the bleed�ng fragment as an ev�l beast from wh�ch each of them had
suffered, and wh�ch they had at last crushed, and saw before them
there, �nert, �n the�r power. They spat on �t, they thrust out the�r jaws,
say�ng over and over aga�n, w�th fur�ous bursts of contempt:
"He can do no more! he can do no more!—It's no longer a man that
they'll put away �n the earth. Go and rot then, good-for-noth�ng!"
Mother Brulé then planted the whole lump on the end of her st�ck,
and hold�ng �t �n the a�r, bore �t about l�ke a banner, rush�ng along the
road, followed, helter-skelter, by the yell�ng troop of women. Drops of
blood ra�ned down, and that p�t�ful flesh hung l�ke a waste p�ece of
meat on a butcher's stall. Up above, at the w�ndow, Madame Ma�grat
st�ll stood mot�onless; but beneath the last gleams of the sett�ng sun,
the confused flaws of the w�ndow-panes d�storted her wh�te face
wh�ch looked as though �t were laugh�ng. Beaten and dece�ved at
every hour, w�th shoulders bent from morn�ng to n�ght over a ledger,
perhaps she was laugh�ng, wh�le the band of women rushed along
w�th that ev�l beast, that crushed beast, at the end of the st�ck.
Th�s fr�ghtful mut�lat�on was accompl�shed �n frozen horror. Ne�ther
Ét�enne nor Maheu nor the others had had t�me to �nterfere; they
stood mot�onless before th�s gallop of fur�es. At the door of the



Estam�net T�son a few heads were grouped—Rasseneur pale w�th
d�sgust, Zachar�e and Ph�loméne stupef�ed at what they had seen.
The two old men, Bonnemort and Mouque, were gravely shak�ng
the�r heads. Only Jeanl�n was mak�ng fun, push�ng Bébert w�th h�s
elbow, and forc�ng Lyd�e to look up. But the women were already
com�ng back, turn�ng round and pass�ng beneath the manager's
w�ndows. Beh�nd the bl�nds the lad�es were stretch�ng out the�r
necks. They had not been able to observe the scene, wh�ch was
h�dden from them by the wall, and they could not d�st�ngu�sh well �n
the grow�ng darkness.
"What �s �t they have at the end of that st�ck?" asked Céc�le, who had
grown bold enough to look out.
Luc�e and Jeanne declared that �t must be a rabb�t-sk�n.
"No, no," murmured Madame Hennebeau, "they must have been
p�llag�ng a pork butcher's, �t seems to be a remnant of a p�g."
At th�s moment she shuddered and was s�lent. Madame Grégo�re
had nudged her w�th her knee. They both rema�ned stupef�ed. The
young lad�es, who were very pale, asked no more quest�ons, but w�th
large eyes followed th�s red v�s�on through the darkness.
Ét�enne once more brand�shed the axe. But the feel�ng of anx�ety d�d
not d�sappear; th�s corpse now barred the road and protected the
shop. Many had drawn back. Sat�ety seemed to have appeased
them all. Maheu was stand�ng by gloom�ly, when he heard a vo�ce
wh�sper �n h�s ear to escape. He turned round and recogn�zed
Cather�ne, st�ll �n her old overcoat, black and pant�ng. W�th a
movement he repelled her. He would not l�sten to her, he threatened
to str�ke her. W�th a gesture of despa�r she hes�tated, and then ran
towards Ét�enne.
"Save yourself! save yourself! the gendarmes are com�ng!"
He also pushed her away and abused her, feel�ng the blood of the
blows she had g�ven h�m mount�ng to h�s cheeks. But she would not
be repelled; she forced h�m to throw down the axe, and drew h�m
away by both arms, w�th �rres�st�ble strength.



"Don't I tell you the gendarmes are com�ng! L�sten to me. It's Chaval
who has gone for them and �s br�ng�ng them, �f you want to know. It's
too much for me, and I've come. Save yourself, I don't want them to
take you."
And Cather�ne drew h�m away, wh�le, at the same �nstant, a heavy
gallop shook the street from afar. Immed�ately a vo�ce arose: "The
gendarmes! the gendarmes!" There was a general break�ng up, so
mad a rush for l�fe that �n two m�nutes the road was free, absolutely
clear, as though swept by a hurr�cane. Ma�grat's corpse alone made
a patch of shadow on the wh�te earth. Before the Estam�net T�son,
Rasseneur only rema�ned, feel�ng rel�eved, and w�th open face
applaud�ng the easy v�ctory of the sabres; wh�le �n d�m and deserted
Montsou, �n the s�lence of the closed houses, the bourgeo�s
rema�ned w�th persp�r�ng sk�ns and chatter�ng teeth, not dar�ng to
look out. The pla�n was drowned beneath the th�ck n�ght, only the
blast furnaces and the coke furnaces were burn�ng aga�nst the trag�c
sky. The gallop of the gendarmes heav�ly approached; they came up
�n an �nd�st�ngu�shable sombre mass. And beh�nd them the
March�ennes pastrycook's veh�cle, a l�ttle covered cart wh�ch had
been conf�ded to the�r care, at last arr�ved, and a small drudge of a
boy jumped down and qu�etly unpacked the crusts for the vol-au-
vent.

PART SIX

CHAPTER I

The f�rst fortn�ght of February passed and a black cold prolonged the
hard w�nter w�thout p�ty for the poor. Once more the author�t�es had
scoured the roads; the prefect of L�lle, an attorney, a general, and
the pol�ce were not suff�c�ent, the m�l�tary had come to occupy



Montsou; a whole reg�ment of men were camped between
Beaugn�es and March�ennes. Armed p�ckets guarded the p�ts, and
there were sold�ers before every eng�ne. The manager's v�lla, the
Company's Yards, even the houses of certa�n res�dents, were
br�stl�ng w�th bayonets. Noth�ng was heard along the streets but the
slow movement of patrols. On the p�t-bank of the Voreux a sent�nel
was always placed �n the frozen w�nd that blew up there, l�ke a look-
out man above the flat pla�n; and every two hours, as though �n an
enemy's country, were heard the sentry's cr�es:
"Qu� v�ve?—Advance and g�ve the password!"
Nowhere had work been resumed. On the contrary, the str�ke had
spread; Crévecœur, M�rou, Madele�ne, l�ke the Voreux, were
produc�ng noth�ng; at Feutry-Cantel and the V�cto�re there were
fewer men every morn�ng; even at Sa�nt-Thomas, wh�ch had been
h�therto exempt, men were want�ng. There was now a s�lent
pers�stence �n the face of th�s exh�b�t�on of force wh�ch exasperated
the m�ners' pr�de. The settlements looked deserted �n the m�dst of
the beetroot f�elds. Not a workman st�rred, only at rare �ntervals was
one to be met by chance, �solated, w�th s�delong look, lower�ng h�s
head before the red trousers. And �n th�s deep melancholy calm, �n
th�s pass�ve oppos�t�on to the guns, there was a decept�ve
gentleness, a forced and pat�ent obed�ence of w�ld beasts �n a cage,
w�th the�r eyes on the tamer, ready to spr�ng on h�s neck �f he turned
h�s back. The Company, who were be�ng ru�ned by th�s death of
work, talked of h�r�ng m�ners from the Bor�nage, on the Belg�an
front�er, but d�d not dare; so that the battle cont�nued as before
between the coll�ers, who were shut up at home, and the dead p�ts
guarded by sold�ery.
On the morrow of that terr�ble day th�s calm had come about at once,
h�d�ng such a pan�c that the greatest s�lence poss�ble was kept
concern�ng the damage and the atroc�t�es. The �nqu�ry wh�ch had
been opened showed that Ma�grat had d�ed from h�s fall, and the
fr�ghtful mut�lat�on of the corpse rema�ned uncerta�n, already
surrounded by a legend. On �ts s�de, the Company d�d not
acknowledge the d�sasters �t had suffered, any more than the
Grégo�res cared to comprom�se the�r daughter �n the scandal of a



tr�al �n wh�ch she would have to g�ve ev�dence. However, some
arrests took place, mere supernumerar�es as usual, s�lly and
fr�ghtened, know�ng noth�ng. By m�stake, P�erron was taken off w�th
handcuffs on h�s wr�sts as far as March�ennes, to the great
amusement of h�s mates. Rasseneur, also, was nearly arrested by
two gendarmes. The management was content w�th prepar�ng l�sts of
names and g�v�ng back cert�f�cates �n large numbers. Maheu had
rece�ved h�s, Levaque also, as well as th�rty-four of the�r mates �n the
settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante alone. And all the sever�ty
was d�rected aga�nst Ét�enne, who had d�sappeared on the even�ng
of the fray, and who was be�ng sought, although no trace of h�m
could be found. Chaval, �n h�s hatred, had denounced h�m, refus�ng
to name the others at Cather�ne's appeal, for she w�shed to save her
parents. The days passed, every one felt that noth�ng was yet
concluded; and w�th oppressed hearts every one was awa�t�ng the
end.
At Montsou, dur�ng th�s per�od, the �nhab�tants awoke w�th a start
every n�ght, the�r ears buzz�ng w�th an �mag�nary alarm-bell and the�r
nostr�ls haunted by the smell of powder. But what completed the�r
d�scomf�ture was a sermon by the new curé, Abbé Ranv�er, that lean
pr�est w�th eyes l�ke red-hot coals who had succeeded Abbé Jo�re.
He was �ndeed unl�ke the sm�l�ng d�screet man, so fat and gentle,
whose only anx�ety was to l�ve at peace w�th everybody. Abbé
Ranv�er went so far as to defend these abom�nable br�gands who
had d�shonoured the d�str�ct. He found excuses for the atroc�t�es of
the str�kers; he v�olently attacked the m�ddle class, throw�ng on them
the whole of the respons�b�l�ty. It was the m�ddle class wh�ch, by
d�spossess�ng the Church of �ts anc�ent l�bert�es �n order to m�suse
them �tself, had turned th�s world �nto a cursed place of �njust�ce and
suffer�ng; �t was the m�ddle class wh�ch prolonged
m�sunderstand�ngs, wh�ch was push�ng on towards a terr�ble
catastrophe by �ts athe�sm, by �ts refusal to return to the old bel�efs,
to the fratern�ty of the early Chr�st�ans. And he dared to threaten the
r�ch. He warned them that �f they obst�nately pers�sted �n refus�ng to
l�sten to the vo�ce of God, God would surely put H�mself on the s�de
of the poor. He would take back the�r fortunes from those who
fa�thlessly enjoyed them, and would d�str�bute them to the humble of



the earth for the tr�umph of H�s glory. The devout trembled at th�s; the
lawyer declared that �t was Soc�al�sm of the worst k�nd; all saw the
curé at the head of a band, brand�sh�ng a cross, and w�th v�gorous
blows demol�sh�ng the bourgeo�s soc�ety of '89.
M. Hennebeau, when �nformed, contented h�mself w�th say�ng, as he
shrugged h�s shoulders:
"If he troubles us too much the b�shop w�ll free us from h�m."
And wh�le the breath of pan�c was thus blow�ng from one end of the
pla�n to the other, Ét�enne was dwell�ng beneath the earth, �n
Jeanl�n's burrow at the bottom of Réqu�llart. It was there that he was
�n h�d�ng; no one bel�eved h�m so near; the qu�et audac�ty of that
refuge, �n the very m�ne, �n that abandoned passage of the old p�t,
had baffled search. Above, the sloes and hawthorns grow�ng among
the fallen scaffold�ng of the belfry f�lled up the mouth of the hole. No
one ventured down; �t was necessary to know the tr�ck—how to hang
on to the roots of the mounta�n ash and to let go fearlessly, to catch
hold of the rungs that were st�ll sol�d. Other obstacles also protected
h�m, the suffocat�ng heat of the passage, a hundred and twenty
metres of dangerous descent, then the pa�nful gl�d�ng on all fours for
a quarter of a league between the narrowed walls of the gallery
before d�scover�ng the br�gand's cave full of plunder. He l�ved there
�n the m�dst of abundance, f�nd�ng g�n there, the rest of the dr�ed cod,
and prov�s�ons of all sorts. The large hay bed was excellent, and not
a current of a�r could be felt �n th�s equal temperature, as warm as a
bath. L�ght, however, threatened to fa�l. Jeanl�n, who had made
h�mself purveyor, w�th the prudence and d�scret�on of a savage and
del�ghted to make fun of the pol�ce, had even brought h�m pomatum,
but could not succeed �n putt�ng h�s hands on a packet of candles.
After the f�fth day Ét�enne never l�ghted up except to eat. He could
not swallow �n the dark. Th�s complete and �nterm�nable n�ght,
always of the same blackness, was h�s ch�ef torment. It was �n va�n
that he was able to sleep �n safety, that he was warm and prov�ded
w�th bread, the n�ght had never we�ghed so heav�ly on h�s bra�n. It
seemed to h�m even to crush h�s thoughts. Now he was l�v�ng on
thefts. In sp�te of h�s commun�st�c theor�es, old scruples of educat�on



arose, and he contented h�mself w�th gnaw�ng h�s share of dry bread.
But what was to be done? One must l�ve, and h�s task was not yet
accompl�shed. Another shame overcame h�m: remorse for that
savage drunkenness from the g�n, drunk �n the great cold on an
empty stomach, wh�ch had thrown h�m, armed w�th a kn�fe, on
Chaval. Th�s st�rred �n h�m the whole of that unknown terror, the
hered�tary �ll, the long ancestry of drunkenness, no longer tolerat�ng
a drop of alcohol w�thout fall�ng �nto hom�c�dal man�a. Would he then
end as a murderer? When he found h�mself �n shelter, �n th�s
profound calm of the earth, se�zed by sat�ety of v�olence, he had
slept for two days the sleep of a brute, gorged and overcome; and
the depress�on cont�nued, he l�ved �n a bru�sed state w�th b�tter
mouth and ach�ng head, as after some tremendous spree. A week
passed by; the Maheus, who had been warned, were not able to
send a candle; he had to g�ve up the enjoyment of l�ght, even when
eat�ng.
Now Ét�enne rema�ned for hours stretched out on h�s hay. Vague
�deas were work�ng w�th�n h�m for the f�rst t�me: a feel�ng of
super�or�ty, wh�ch placed h�m apart from h�s mates, an exaltat�on of
h�s person as he grew more �nstructed. Never had he reflected so
much; he asked h�mself the why of h�s d�sgust on the morrow of that
fur�ous course among the p�ts; and he d�d not dare to reply to
h�mself, h�s recollect�ons were repuls�ve to h�m, the �gnoble des�res,
the coarse �nst�ncts, the odour of all that wretchedness shaken out to
the w�nd. In sp�te of the torment of the darkness, he would come to
hate the hour for return�ng to the settlement. How nauseous were all
these wretches �n a heap, l�v�ng at the common bucket! There was
not one w�th whom he could ser�ously talk pol�t�cs; �t was a best�al
ex�stence, always the same a�r ta�nted by on�on, �n wh�ch one
choked! He w�shed to enlarge the�r hor�zon, to ra�se them to the
comfort and good manners of the m�ddle class, by mak�ng them
masters; but how long �t would take! and he no longer felt the
courage to awa�t v�ctory, �n th�s pr�son of hunger. By slow degrees h�s
van�ty of leadersh�p, h�s constant preoccupat�on of th�nk�ng �n the�r
place, left h�m free, breath�ng �nto h�m the soul of one of those
bourgeo�s whom he execrated.



Jeanl�n one even�ng brought a candle-end, stolen from a carter's
lantern, and th�s was a great rel�ef for Ét�enne. When the darkness
began to stupefy h�m, we�gh�ng on h�s skull almost to madness, he
would l�ght up for a moment; then, as soon as he had chased away
the n�ghtmare, he ext�ngu�shed the candle, m�serly of th�s br�ghtness
wh�ch was as necessary to h�s l�fe as bread. The s�lence buzzed �n
h�s ears, he only heard the fl�ght of a band of rats, the crack�ng of the
old t�mber, the t�ny sound of a sp�der weav�ng her web. And w�th
eyes open, �n th�s warm noth�ngness, he returned to h�s f�xed �dea—
the thought of what h�s mates were do�ng above. Desert�on on h�s
part would have seemed to h�m the worst coward�ce. If he thus h�d
h�mself, �t was to rema�n free, to g�ve counsel or to act. H�s long
med�tat�ons had f�xed h�s amb�t�on. Wh�le awa�t�ng someth�ng better
he would l�ke to be Pluchart, leav�ng manual work �n order to work
only at pol�t�cs, but alone, �n a clean room, under the pretext that
bra�n labour absorbs the ent�re l�fe and needs qu�et.
At the beg�nn�ng of the second week, the ch�ld hav�ng told h�m that
the pol�ce supposed he had gone over to Belg�um, Ét�enne ventured
out of h�s hole at n�ghtfall. He w�shed to ascerta�n the s�tuat�on, and
to dec�de �f �t was st�ll well to pers�st. He h�mself cons�dered the
game doubtful. Before the str�ke he felt uncerta�n of the result, and
had s�mply y�elded to facts; and now, after hav�ng been �ntox�cated
w�th rebell�on, he came back to th�s f�rst doubt, despa�r�ng of mak�ng
the Company y�eld. But he would not yet confess th�s to h�mself; he
was tortured when he thought of the m�ser�es of defeat, and the
heavy respons�b�l�ty of suffer�ng wh�ch would we�gh upon h�m. The
end of the str�ke: was �t not the end of h�s part, the overthrow of h�s
amb�t�on, h�s l�fe fall�ng back �nto the brut�shness of the m�ne and the
horrors of the settlement? And honestly, w�thout any base calculat�on
or falsehood, he endeavoured to f�nd h�s fa�th aga�n, to prove to
h�mself that res�stance was st�ll poss�ble, that Cap�tal was about to
destroy �tself �n face of the hero�c su�c�de of Labour.
Throughout the ent�re country, �n fact, there was noth�ng but a long
echo of ru�n. At n�ght, when he wandered through the black country,
l�ke a wolf who has come out of h�s forest, he seemed to hear the
crash of bankruptc�es from one end of the pla�n to the other. He now



passed by the roads�de noth�ng but closed dead workshops,
becom�ng rotten beneath the dull sky. The sugar works had
espec�ally suffered: the Hoton sugar works, the Fauvelle works, after
hav�ng reduced the number of the�r hands, had come to gr�ef one
after the other. At the Dut�lleul flour works the last m�ll had stopped
on the second Saturday of the month, and the Bleuze rope works, for
m�ne cables, had been qu�te ru�ned by the str�ke. On the
March�ennes s�de the s�tuat�on was grow�ng worse every day. All the
f�res were out at the Gagebo�s glass works, men were cont�nually
be�ng sent away from the Sonnev�lle workshops, only one of the
three blast furnaces of the Forges was al�ght, and not one battery of
coke ovens was burn�ng on the hor�zon. The str�ke of the Montsou
coll�ers, born of the �ndustr�al cr�s�s wh�ch had been grow�ng worse
for two years, had �ncreased �t and prec�p�tated the downfall. To the
other causes of suffer�ng—the stoppage of orders from Amer�ca, and
the engorgement of �nvested cap�tal �n excess�ve product�on—was
now added the unforeseen lack of coal for the few furnaces wh�ch
were st�ll kept up; and that was the supreme agony, th�s eng�ne
bread wh�ch the p�ts no longer furn�shed. Fr�ghtened by the general
anx�ety, the Company, by d�m�n�sh�ng �ts output and starv�ng �ts
m�ners, �nev�tably found �tself at the end of December w�thout a
fragment of coal at the surface of �ts p�ts. Everyth�ng held together,
the plague blew from afar, one fall led to another; the �ndustr�es
tumbled each other over as they fell, �n so rap�d a ser�es of
catastrophes that the shocks echoed �n the m�dst of the ne�ghbour�ng
c�t�es, L�lle, Doua�, Valenc�ennes, where abscond�ng bankers were
br�ng�ng ru�n on whole fam�l�es.
At the turn of a road Ét�enne often stopped �n the frozen n�ght to hear
the rubb�sh ra�n�ng down. He breathed deeply �n the darkness, the
joy of ann�h�lat�on se�zed h�m, the hope that day would dawn on the
exterm�nat�on of the old world, w�th not a s�ngle fortune left stand�ng,
the scythe of equal�ty levell�ng everyth�ng to the ground. But �n th�s
massacre �t was the Company's p�ts that espec�ally �nterested h�m.
He would cont�nue h�s walk, bl�nded by the darkness, v�s�t�ng them
one after the other, glad to d�scover some new d�saster. Landsl�ps of
�ncreas�ng grav�ty cont�nued to occur on account of the prolonged
abandonment of the passages. Above the north gallery of M�rou the



ground sank �n to such an extent, that the Jo�selle road, for the
d�stance of a hundred metres, had been swallowed up as though by
the shock of an earthquake; and the Company, d�sturbed at the
rumours ra�sed by these acc�dents, pa�d the owners for the�r
van�shed f�elds w�thout barga�n�ng. Crévecœur and Madele�ne, wh�ch
lay �n very sh�ft�ng rock, were becom�ng stopped up more and more.
It was sa�d that two capta�ns had been bur�ed at the V�cto�re; there
was an �nundat�on at Feutry-Cantel, �t had been necessary to wall up
a gallery for the length of a k�lometre at Sa�nt-Thomas, where the �ll-
kept t�mber�ng was break�ng down everywhere. Thus every hour
enormous sums were spent, mak�ng great breaches �n the
shareholders' d�v�dends; a rap�d destruct�on of the p�ts was go�ng on,
wh�ch must end at last by eat�ng up the famous Montsou den�ers
wh�ch had been centupled �n a century.
In the face of these repeated blows, hope was aga�n born �n Ét�enne;
he came to bel�eve that a th�rd month of res�stance would crush the
monster—the weary, sated beast, crouch�ng down there l�ke an �dol
�n h�s unknown tabernacle. He knew that after the Montsou troubles
there had been great exc�tement �n the Par�s journals, qu�te a v�olent
controversy between the off�c�al newspapers and the oppos�t�on
newspapers, terr�ble narrat�ves, wh�ch were espec�ally d�rected
aga�nst the Internat�onal, of wh�ch the emp�re was becom�ng afra�d
after hav�ng f�rst encouraged �t; and the d�rectors not dar�ng to turn a
deaf ear any longer, two of them had condescended to come and
hold an �nqu�ry, but w�th an a�r of regret, not appear�ng to care about
the upshot; so d�s�nterested, that �n three days they went away
aga�n, declar�ng that everyth�ng was go�ng on as well as poss�ble. He
was told, however, from other quarters that dur�ng the�r stay these
gentlemen sat permanently, d�splay�ng fever�sh act�v�ty, and
absorbed �n transact�ons of wh�ch no one about them uttered a word.
And he charged them w�th affect�ng conf�dence they d�d not feel, and
came to look upon the�r departure as a nervous fl�ght, feel�ng now
certa�n of tr�umph s�nce these terr�ble men were lett�ng everyth�ng
go.
But on the follow�ng n�ght Ét�enne despa�red aga�n. The Company's
back was too robust to be so eas�ly broken; they m�ght lose m�ll�ons,



but later on they would get them back aga�n by gnaw�ng at the�r
men's bread. On that n�ght, hav�ng pushed as far as Jean-Bart, he
guessed the truth when an overseer told h�m that there was talk of
y�eld�ng Vandame to Montsou. At Deneul�n's house, �t was sa�d, the
wretchedness was p�t�ful, the wretchedness of the r�ch; the father �ll
�n h�s powerlessness, aged by h�s anx�ety over money, the daughters
struggl�ng �n the m�dst of tradesmen, try�ng to save the�r sh�fts. There
was less suffer�ng �n the fam�shed settlements than �n th�s m�ddle-
class house where they shut themselves up to dr�nk water. Work had
not been resumed at Jean-Bart, and �t had been necessary to
replace the pump at Gaston-Mar�e; wh�le, �n sp�te of all haste, an
�nundat�on had already begun wh�ch made great expenses
necessary. Deneul�n had at last r�sked h�s request for a loan of one
hundred thousand francs from the Grégo�res, and the refusal, though
he had expected �t, completed h�s deject�on: �f they refused, �t was
for h�s sake, �n order to save h�m from an �mposs�ble struggle; and
they adv�sed h�m to sell. He, as usual, v�olently refused. It enraged
h�m to have to pay the expenses of the str�ke; he hoped at f�rst to d�e
of �t, w�th the blood at h�s head, strangled by apoplexy. Then what
was to be done? He had l�stened to the d�rectors' offers. They
wrangled w�th h�m, they deprec�ated th�s superb prey, th�s repa�red
p�t, equ�pped anew, where the lack of cap�tal alone paralysed the
output. He would be lucky �f he got enough out of �t to sat�sfy h�s
cred�tors. For two days he had struggled aga�nst the d�rectors at
Montsou, fur�ous at the qu�et way w�th wh�ch they took advantage of
h�s embarrassment and shout�ng h�s refusals at them �n h�s loud
vo�ce. And there the affa�r rema�ned, and they had returned to Par�s
to awa�t pat�ently h�s last groans. Ét�enne smelled out th�s
compensat�on for the d�sasters, and was aga�n se�zed by
d�scouragement before the �nv�nc�ble power of the great cap�tal�sts,
so strong �n battle that they fattened �n defeat by eat�ng the corpses
of the small cap�tal�sts who fell at the�r s�de.
The next day, fortunately, Jeanl�n brought h�m a p�ece of good news.
At the Voreux the tubb�ng of the shaft was threaten�ng to break, and
the water was f�lter�ng �n from all the jo�nts; �n great haste a gang of
carpenters had been set on to repa�r �t.



Up to now Ét�enne had avo�ded the Voreux, warned by the
everlast�ng black s�lhouette of the sent�nel stat�oned on the p�t-bank
above the pla�n. He could not be avo�ded, he dom�nated �n the a�r,
l�ke the flag of the reg�ment. Towards three o'clock �n the morn�ng the
sky became overcast, and he went to the p�t, where some mates
expla�ned to h�m the bad cond�t�on of the tubb�ng; they even thought
that �t would have to be done ent�rely over aga�n, wh�ch would stop
the output of coal for three months. For a long t�me he prowled
round, l�sten�ng to the carpenters' mallets hammer�ng �n the shaft.
That wound wh�ch had to be dressed rejo�ced h�s heart.
As he went back �n the early dayl�ght, he saw the sent�nel st�ll on the
p�t-bank. Th�s t�me he would certa�nly be seen. As he walked he
thought about those sold�ers who were taken from the people, to be
armed aga�nst the people. How easy the tr�umph of the revolut�on
would be �f the army were suddenly to declare for �t! It would be
enough �f the workman and the peasant �n the barracks were to
remember the�r or�g�n. That was the supreme per�l, the great terror,
wh�ch made the teeth of the m�ddle class chatter when they thought
of a poss�ble defect�on of the troops. In two hours they would be
swept away and exterm�nated w�th all the del�ghts and abom�nat�ons
of the�r �n�qu�tous l�fe. It was already sa�d that whole reg�ments were
ta�nted w�th Soc�al�sm. Was �t true? When just�ce came, would �t be
thanks to the cartr�dges d�str�buted by the m�ddle class? And
snatch�ng at another hope, the young man dreamed that the
reg�ment, w�th �ts posts, now guard�ng the p�ts, would come over to
the s�de of the str�kers, shoot down the Company to a man, and at
last g�ve the m�ne to the m�ners.
He then not�ced that he was ascend�ng the p�t-bank, h�s head f�lled
w�th these reflect�ons. Why should he not talk w�th th�s sold�er? He
would get to know what h�s �deas were. W�th an a�r of �nd�fference,
he cont�nued to come nearer, as though he were glean�ng old wood
among the rubb�sh. The sent�nel rema�ned mot�onless.
"Eh! mate! damned weather," sa�d Ét�enne, at last. "I th�nk we shall
have snow."



He was a small sold�er, very fa�r, w�th a pale, gentle face covered
w�th red freckles. He wore h�s m�l�tary great-coat w�th the
awkwardness of a recru�t.
"Yes, perhaps we shall, I th�nk," he murmured.
And w�th h�s blue eyes he gazed at the l�v�d sky, the smoky dawn,
w�th soot we�gh�ng l�ke lead afar over the pla�n.
"What �d�ots they are to put you here to freeze!" Ét�enne went on.
"One would th�nk the Cossacks were com�ng! And then there's
always w�nd here."
The l�ttle sold�er sh�vered w�thout compla�n�ng. There was certa�nly a
l�ttle cab�n of dry stones there, where old Bonnemort used to take
shelter when �t blew a hurr�cane, but the order be�ng not to leave the
summ�t of the p�t-bank, the sold�er d�d not st�r from �t, h�s hands so
st�ffened by cold that he could no longer feel h�s weapon. He
belonged to the guard of s�xty men who were protect�ng the Voreux,
and as th�s cruel sentry-duty frequently came round, he had before
nearly stayed there for good w�th h�s dead feet. H�s work demanded
�t; a pass�ve obed�ence f�n�shed the benumb�ng process, and he
repl�ed to these quest�ons w�th the stammered words of a sleepy
ch�ld.
Ét�enne �n va�n endeavoured dur�ng a quarter of an hour to make h�m
talk about pol�t�cs. He repl�ed "yes" or "no" w�thout seem�ng to
understand. Some of h�s comrades sa�d that the capta�n was a
republ�can; as to h�m, he had no �dea—�t was all the same to h�m. If
he was ordered to f�re, he would f�re, so as not to be pun�shed. The
workman l�stened, se�zed w�th the popular hatred aga�nst the army—
aga�nst these brothers whose hearts were changed by st�ck�ng a pa�r
of red pantaloons on to the�r buttocks.
"Then what's your name?"
"Jules."
"And where do you come from?"
"From Plogof, over there."



He stretched out h�s arm at random. It was �n Br�ttany, he knew no
more. H�s small pale face grew an�mated. He began to laugh, and
felt warmer.
"I have a mother and a s�ster. They are wa�t�ng for me, sure enough.
Ah! �t won't be for to-morrow. When I left, they came w�th me as far
as Pont-l'Abbé. We had to take the horse to Lepalmec: �t nearly
broke �ts legs at the bottom of the Aud�erne H�ll. Cous�n Charles was
wa�t�ng for us w�th sausages, but the women were cry�ng too much,
and �t stuck �n our throats. Good Lord! what a long way off our home
�s!"
H�s eyes grew mo�st, though he was st�ll laugh�ng. The desert
moorland of Plogof, that w�ld storm-beaten po�nt of the Raz,
appeared to h�m beneath a dazzl�ng sun �n the rosy season of
heather.
"Do you th�nk," he asked, "�f I'm not pun�shed, that they'll g�ve me a
month's leave �n two years?"
Then Ét�enne talked about Provence, wh�ch he had left when he was
qu�te small. The dayl�ght was grow�ng, and flakes of snow began to
fly �n the earthy sky. And at last he felt anx�ous on not�c�ng Jeanl�n,
who was prowl�ng about �n the m�dst of the bushes, stupef�ed to see
h�m up there. The ch�ld was beckon�ng to h�m. What was the good of
th�s dream of fratern�z�ng w�th the sold�ers? It would take years and
years, and h�s useless attempt cast h�m down as though he had
expected to succeed. But suddenly he understood Jeanl�n's gesture.
The sent�nel was about to be rel�eved, and he went away, runn�ng off
to bury h�mself at Réqu�llart, h�s heart crushed once more by the
certa�nty of defeat; wh�le the l�ttle scamp who ran bes�de h�m was
accus�ng that d�rty beast of a trooper of hav�ng called out the guard
to f�re at them.
On the summ�t of the p�t-bank Jules stood mot�onless, w�th eyes
vacantly gaz�ng at the fall�ng snow. The sergeant was approach�ng
w�th h�s men, and the regulat�on cr�es were exchanged.
"Qu� v�ve?—Advance and g�ve the password!"



And they heard the heavy steps beg�n aga�n, r�ng�ng as though on a
conquered country. In sp�te of the grow�ng dayl�ght, noth�ng st�rred �n
the settlements; the coll�ers rema�ned �n s�lent rage beneath the
m�l�tary boot.

CHAPTER II

Snow had been fall�ng for two days; s�nce the morn�ng �t had ceased,
and an �ntense frost had frozen the �mmense sheet. Th�s black
country, w�th �ts �nky roads and walls and trees powdered w�th coal
dust, was now wh�te, a s�ngle wh�teness stretch�ng out w�thout end.
The Deux-Cent-Quarante settlement lay beneath the snow as
though �t had d�sappeared. No smoke came out of the ch�mneys; the
houses, w�thout f�re and as cold as the stones �n the street, d�d not
melt the th�ck layer on the t�les. It was noth�ng more than a quarry of
wh�te slabs �n the wh�te pla�n, a v�s�on of a dead v�llage wound �n �ts
shroud. Along the roads the pass�ng patrols alone made a muddy
mess w�th the�r stamp�ng.
Among the Maheus the last shovelful of c�nders had been burnt the
even�ng before, and �t was no use any longer to th�nk of glean�ng on
the p�t-bank �n th�s terr�ble weather, when the sparrows themselves
could not f�nd a blade of grass. Alz�re, from the obst�nacy w�th wh�ch
her poor hands had dug �n the snow, was dy�ng. Maheude had to
wrap her up �n the fragment of a coverlet wh�le wa�t�ng for Dr.
Vanderhaghen, for whom she had tw�ce gone out w�thout be�ng able
to f�nd h�m. The servant had, however, prom�sed that he would come
to the settlement before n�ght, and the mother was stand�ng at the
w�ndow watch�ng, wh�le the l�ttle �nval�d, who had w�shed to be
downsta�rs, was sh�ver�ng on a cha�r, hav�ng the �llus�on that �t was
better there near the cold grate. Old Bonnemort oppos�te, h�s legs
bad once more, seemed to be sleep�ng; ne�ther Lénore nor Henr�
had come back from scour�ng the roads, �n company w�th Jeanl�n, to
ask for sous. Maheu alone was walk�ng heav�ly up and down the
bare room, stumbl�ng aga�nst the wall at every turn, w�th the stup�d



a�r of an an�mal wh�ch can no longer see �ts cage. The petroleum
also was f�n�shed; but the reflect�on of the snow from outs�de was so
br�ght that �t vaguely l�t up the room, �n sp�te of the deepen�ng n�ght.
There was a no�se of sabots, and the Levaque woman pushed open
the door l�ke a gale of w�nd, bes�de herself, shout�ng fur�ously from
the threshold at Maheude:
"Then �t's you who have sa�d that I forced my lodger to g�ve me
twenty sous when he sleeps w�th me?"
The other shrugged her shoulders.
"Don't bother me. I sa�d noth�ng; and who told you so?"
"They tell me you sa�d so; �t doesn't concern you who �t was. You
even sa�d you could hear us at our d�rty tr�cks beh�nd the wall, and
that the f�lth gets �nto our house because I'm always on my back.
Just tell me you d�dn't say so, eh?"
Every day quarrels broke out as a result of the constant goss�p�ng of
the women. Espec�ally between those households wh�ch l�ved door
to door, squabbles and reconc�l�at�ons took place every day. But
never before had such b�tterness thrown them one aga�nst the other.
S�nce the str�ke hunger exasperated the�r rancour, so that they felt
the need of blows; an altercat�on between two goss�p�ng women
f�n�shed by a murderous onset between the�r two men.
Just then Levaque arr�ved �n h�s turn, dragg�ng Bouteloup.
"Here's our mate; let h�m just say �f he has g�ven twenty sous to my
w�fe to sleep w�th her."
The lodger, h�d�ng h�s t�m�d gentleness �n h�s great beard, protested
and stammered:
"Oh, that? No! Never anyth�ng! never!"
At once Levaque became threaten�ng, and thrust h�s f�st beneath
Maheu's nose.
"You know that won't do for me. If a man's got a w�fe l�ke that, he
ought to knock her r�bs �n. If not, then you bel�eve what she says."



"By God!" excla�med Maheu, fur�ous at be�ng dragged out of h�s
deject�on, "what �s all th�s clatter aga�n? Haven't we got enough to do
w�th our m�sery? Just leave me alone, damn you! or I'll let you know
�t! And f�rst, who says that my w�fe sa�d so?"
"Who says so? P�erronne sa�d so."
Maheude broke �nto a sharp laugh, and turn�ng towards the Levaque
woman:
"An! P�erronne, �s �t? Well! I can tell you what she told me. Yes, she
told me that you sleep w�th both your men—the one underneath and
the other on top!"
After that �t was no longer poss�ble to come to an understand�ng.
They all grew angry, and the Levaques, as a reply to the Maheus,
asserted that P�erronne had sa�d a good many other th�ngs on the�r
account; that they had sold Cather�ne, that they were all rotten
together, even to the l�ttle ones, w�th a d�rty d�sease caught by
Ét�enne at the Volcan.
"She sa�d that! She sa�d that!" yelled Maheu. "Good! I'll go to her, I
w�ll, and �f she says that she sa�d that, she shall feel my hand on her
chops!"
He was carr�ed out of h�mself, and the Levaques followed h�m to see
what would happen, wh�le Bouteloup, hav�ng a horror of d�sputes,
furt�vely returned home. Exc�ted by the altercat�on, Maheude was
also go�ng out, when a compla�nt from Alz�re held her back. She
crossed the ends of the coverlet over the l�ttle one's qu�ver�ng body,
and placed herself before the w�ndow, look�ng out vaguely. And that
doctor, who st�ll delayed!
At the P�errons' door Maheu and the Levaques met Lyd�e, who was
stamp�ng �n the snow. The house was closed, and a thread of l�ght
came though a crack �n a shutter. The ch�ld repl�ed at f�rst to the�r
quest�ons w�th constra�nt: no, her father was not there, he had gone
to the washhouse to jo�n Mother Brulé and br�ng back the bundle of
l�nen. Then she was confused, and would not say what her mother
was do�ng. At last she let out everyth�ng w�th a sly, sp�teful laugh: her
mother had pushed her out of the door because M. Dansaert was



there, and she prevented them from talk�ng. S�nce the morn�ng he
had been go�ng about the settlement w�th two pol�cemen, try�ng to
p�ck up workmen, �mpos�ng on the weak, and announc�ng
everywhere that �f the descent d�d not take place on Monday at the
Voreux, the Company had dec�ded to h�re men from the Bor�nage.
And as the n�ght came on he sent away the pol�cemen, f�nd�ng
P�erronne alone; then he had rema�ned w�th her to dr�nk a glass of
g�n before a good f�re.
"Hush! hold your tongue! We must see them," sa�d Levaque, w�th a
lewd laugh. "We'll expla�n everyth�ng d�rectly. Get off w�th you,
youngster."
Lyd�e drew back a few steps wh�le he put h�s eye to a crack �n the
shutter. He st�fled a low cry and h�s back bent w�th a qu�ver. In her
turn h�s w�fe looked through, but she sa�d, as though taken by the
col�c, that �t was d�sgust�ng. Maheu, who had pushed her, w�sh�ng
also to see, then declared that he had had enough for h�s money.
And they began aga�n, �n a row, each tak�ng h�s glance as at a peep-
show. The parlour, gl�tter�ng w�th cleanl�ness, was enl�vened by a
large f�re; there were cakes on the table w�th a bottle and glasses, �n
fact qu�te a feast. What they saw go�ng on �n there at last
exasperated the two men, who under other c�rcumstances would
have laughed over �t for s�x months. That she should let herself be
stuffed up to the neck, w�th her sk�rts �n the a�r, was funny. But, good
God! was �t not d�sgust�ng to do that �n front of a great f�re, and to get
up one's strength w�th b�scu�ts, when the mates had ne�ther a sl�ce of
bread nor a fragment of coal?
"Here's father!" cr�ed Lyd�e, runn�ng away.
P�erron was qu�etly com�ng back from the washhouse w�th the
bundle of l�nen on h�s shoulder. Maheu �mmed�ately addressed h�m:
"Here! they tell me that your w�fe says that I sold Cather�ne, and that
we are all rotten at home. And what do they pay you �n your house,
your w�fe and the gentleman who �s th�s m�nute wear�ng out her
sk�n?"



The aston�shed P�erron could not understand, and P�erronne, se�zed
w�th fear on hear�ng the tumult of vo�ces, lost her head and set the
door ajar to see what was the matter. They could see her, look�ng
very red, w�th her dress open and her sk�rt tucked up at her wa�st;
wh�le Dansaert, �n the background, was w�ldly button�ng h�mself up.
The head capta�n rushed away and d�sappeared trembl�ng w�th fear
that th�s story would reach the manager's ears. Then there would be
an awful scandal, laughter, and hoot�ng and abuse.
"You, who are always say�ng that other people are d�rty!" shouted the
Levaque woman to P�erronne; "�t's not surpr�s�ng that you're clean
when you get the bosses to scour you."
"Ah! �t's f�ne for her to talk!" sa�d Levaque aga�n. "Here's a trollop
who says that my w�fe sleeps w�th me and the lodger, one below and
the other above! Yes! yes! that's what they tell me you say."
But P�erronne, grown calm, held her own aga�nst th�s abuse, very
contemptuous �n the assurance that she was the best look�ng and
the r�chest.
"I've sa�d what I've sa�d; just leave me alone, w�ll you! What have my
affa�rs got to do w�th you, a pack of jealous creatures who want to
get over us because we are able to save up money! Get along! get
along! You can say what you l�ke; my husband knows well enough
why Mons�eur Dansaert was here."
P�erron, �n fact, was fur�ously defend�ng h�s w�fe. The quarrel turned.
They accused h�m of hav�ng sold h�mself, of be�ng a spy, the
Company's dog; they charged h�m w�th shutt�ng h�mself up, to gorge
h�mself w�th the good th�ngs w�th wh�ch the bosses pa�d h�m for h�s
treachery. In defence, he pretended that Maheu had sl�pped beneath
h�s door a threaten�ng paper w�th two cross-bones and a dagger
above. And th�s necessar�ly ended �n a struggle between the men, as
the quarrels of the women always d�d now that fam�ne was enrag�ng
the m�ldest. Maheu and Levaque rushed on P�erron w�th the�r f�sts,
and had to be pulled off.
Blood was flow�ng from her son-�n-law's nose, when Mother Brulé, �n
her turn, arr�ved from the washhouse. When �nformed of what had



been go�ng on, she merely sa�d:
"The damned beast d�shonours me!"
The road was becom�ng deserted, not a shadow spotted the naked
wh�teness of the snow, and the settlement, fall�ng back �nto �ts death-
l�ke �mmob�l�ty, went on starv�ng beneath the �ntense cold.
"And the doctor?" asked Maheu, as he shut the door.
"Not come," repl�ed Maheude, st�ll stand�ng before the w�ndow.
"Are the l�ttle ones back?"
"No, not back."
Maheu aga�n began h�s heavy walk from one wall to the other,
look�ng l�ke a str�cken ox. Father Bonnemort, seated st�ffly on h�s
cha�r, had not even l�fted h�s head. Alz�re also had sa�d noth�ng, and
was try�ng not to sh�ver, so as to avo�d g�v�ng them pa�n; but �n sp�te
of her courage �n suffer�ng, she somet�mes trembled so much that
one could hear aga�nst the coverlet the qu�ver�ng of the l�ttle �nval�d
g�rl's lean body, wh�le w�th her large open eyes she stared at the
ce�l�ng, from wh�ch the pale reflect�on of the wh�te gardens l�t up the
room l�ke moonsh�ne.
The empt�ed house was now �n �ts last agony, hav�ng reached a f�nal
stage of nakedness. The mattress t�cks had followed the wool to the
dealers; then the sheets had gone, the l�nen, everyth�ng that could
be sold. One even�ng they had sold a handkerch�ef of the
grandfather's for two sous. Tears fell over each object of the poor
household wh�ch had to go, and the mother was st�ll lament�ng that
one day she had carr�ed away �n her sk�rt the p�nk cardboard box,
her man's old present, as one would carry away a ch�ld to get r�d of �t
on some doorstep. They were bare; they had only the�r sk�ns left to
sell, so worn-out and �njured that no one would have g�ven a farth�ng
for them. They no longer even took the trouble to search, they knew
that there was noth�ng left, that they had come to the end of
everyth�ng, that they must not hope even for a candle, or a fragment
of coal, or a potato, and they were wa�t�ng to d�e, only gr�eved about
the ch�ldren, and revolted by the useless cruelty that gave the l�ttle
one a d�sease before starv�ng �t.



"At last! here he �s!" sa�d Maheude.
A black f�gure passed before the w�ndow. The door opened. But �t
was not Dr. Vanderhaghen; they recogn�zed the new curé, Abbé
Ranv�er, who d�d not seem surpr�sed at com�ng on th�s dead house,
w�thout l�ght, w�thout f�re, w�thout bread. He had already been to
three ne�ghbour�ng houses, go�ng from fam�ly to fam�ly, seek�ng
w�ll�ng l�steners, l�ke Dansaert w�th h�s two pol�cemen; and at once
he excla�med, �n h�s fever�sh fanat�c's vo�ce:
"Why were you not at mass on Sunday, my ch�ldren? You are wrong,
the Church alone can save you. Now prom�se me to come next
Sunday."
Maheu, after star�ng at h�m, went on pac�ng heav�ly, w�thout a word.
It was Maheude who repl�ed:
"To mass, s�r? What for? Isn't the good God mak�ng fun of us? Look
here! what has my l�ttle g�rl there done to H�m, to be shak�ng w�th
fever? Hadn't we enough m�sery, that He had to make her �ll too, just
when I can't even g�ve her a cup of warm gruel?"
Then the pr�est stood and talked at length. He spoke of the str�ke,
th�s terr�ble wretchedness, th�s exasperated rancour of fam�ne, w�th
the ardour of a m�ss�onary who �s preach�ng to savages for the glory
of rel�g�on. He sa�d that the Church was w�th the poor, that she would
one day cause just�ce to tr�umph by call�ng down the anger of God
on the �n�qu�t�es of the r�ch. And that day would come soon, for the
r�ch had taken the place of God, and were govern�ng w�thout God, �n
the�r �mp�ous theft of power. But �f the workers des�red the fa�r
d�v�s�on of the goods of the earth, they ought at once to put
themselves �n the hands of the pr�ests, just as on the death of Jesus
the poor and the humble grouped themselves around the apostles.
What strength the pope would have, what an army the clergy would
have under them, when they were able to command the numberless
crowd of workers! In one week they would purge the world of the
w�cked, they would chase away the unworthy masters. Then, �ndeed,
there would be a real k�ngdom of God, every one recompensed
accord�ng to h�s mer�ts, and the law of labour as the foundat�on for
un�versal happ�ness.



Maheude, who was l�sten�ng to h�m, seemed to hear Ét�enne, �n
those autumn even�ngs when he announced to them the end of the�r
ev�ls. Only she had always d�strusted the cloth.
"That's very well, what you say there, s�r," she repl�ed, "but that's
because you no longer agree w�th the bourgeo�s. All our other curés
d�ned at the manager's, and threatened us w�th the dev�l as soon as
we asked for bread."
He began aga�n, and spoke of the deplorable m�sunderstand�ng
between the Church and the people. Now, �n ve�led phrases, he h�t at
the town curés, at the b�shops, at the h�ghly placed clergy, sated w�th
enjoyment, gorged w�th dom�nat�on, mak�ng pacts w�th the l�beral
m�ddle class, �n the �mbec�l�ty of the�r bl�ndness, not see�ng that �t
was th�s m�ddle class wh�ch had d�spossessed them of the emp�re of
the world. Del�verance would come from the country pr�ests, who
would all r�se to re-establ�sh the k�ngdom of Chr�st, w�th the help of
the poor; and already he seemed to be at the�r head; he ra�sed h�s
bony form l�ke the ch�ef of a band, a revolut�onary of the gospel, h�s
eyes so f�lled w�th l�ght that they �llum�nated the gloomy room. Th�s
enthus�ast�c sermon l�fted h�m to myst�c he�ghts, and the poor people
had long ceased to understand h�m.
"No need for so many words," growled Maheu suddenly. "You'd best
beg�n by br�ng�ng us a loaf."
"Come on Sunday to mass," cr�ed the pr�est. "God w�ll prov�de for
everyth�ng."
And he went off to catech�ze the Levaques �n the�r turn, so carr�ed
away by h�s dream of the f�nal tr�umph of the Church, and so
contemptuous of facts, that he would thus go through the
settlements w�thout char�t�es, w�th empty hands am�d th�s army dy�ng
of hunger, be�ng a poor dev�l h�mself who looked upon suffer�ng as
the spur to salvat�on.
Maheu cont�nued h�s pac�ng, and noth�ng was heard but h�s regular
tramp wh�ch made the floor tremble. There was the sound of a rust-
eaten pulley; old Bonnemort was sp�tt�ng �nto the cold grate. Then
the rhythm of the feet began aga�n. Alz�re, weakened by fever, was



rambl�ng �n a low vo�ce, laugh�ng, th�nk�ng that �t was warm and that
she was play�ng �n the sun.
"Good grac�ous!" muttered Maheude, after hav�ng touched her
cheeks, "how she burns! I don't expect that damned beast now, the
br�gands must have stopped h�m from com�ng."
She meant the doctor and the Company. She uttered a joyous
exclamat�on, however, when the door once more opened. But her
arms fell back and she rema�ned stand�ng st�ll w�th gloomy face.
"Good even�ng," wh�spered Ét�enne, when he had carefully closed
the door.
He often came thus at n�ght-t�me. The Maheus learnt h�s retreat after
the second day. But they kept the secret and no one �n the
settlement knew exactly what had become of the young man. A
legend had grown up around h�m. People st�ll bel�eved �n h�m and
myster�ous rumours c�rculated: he would reappear w�th an army and
chests full of gold; and there was always the rel�g�ous expectat�on of
a m�racle, the real�zed �deal, a sudden entry �nto that c�ty of just�ce
wh�ch he had prom�sed them. Some sa�d they had seen h�m ly�ng
back �n a carr�age, w�th three other gentlemen, on the March�ennes
road; others aff�rmed that he was �n England for a few days. At
length, however, susp�c�ons began to ar�se and jokers accused h�m
of h�d�ng �n a cellar, where Mouquette kept h�m warm; for th�s
relat�onsh�p, when known, had done h�m harm. There was a grow�ng
d�saffect�on �n the m�dst of h�s popular�ty, a gradual �ncrease of the
despa�r�ng among the fa�thful, and the�r number was certa�n, l�ttle by
l�ttle, to grow.
"What brutal weather!" he added. "And you—noth�ng new, always
from bad to worse? They tell me that l�ttle Négrel has been to
Belg�um to get Bora�ns. Good God! we are done for �f that �s true!"
He shuddered as he entered th�s dark �cy room, where �t was some
t�me before h�s eyes were able to see the unfortunate people whose
presence he guessed by the deepen�ng of the shade. He was
exper�enc�ng the repugnance and d�scomfort of the workman who
has r�sen above h�s class, ref�ned by study and st�mulated by



amb�t�on. What wretchedness! and odours! and the bod�es �n a heap!
And a terr�ble p�ty caught h�m by the throat. The spectacle of th�s
agony so overcame h�m that he tr�ed to f�nd words to adv�se
subm�ss�on.
But Maheu came v�olently up to h�m, shout�ng:
"Bora�ns! They won't dare, the bloody fools! Let the Bora�ns go
down, then, �f they want us to destroy the p�ts!"
W�th an a�r of constra�nt, Ét�enne expla�ned that �t was not poss�ble to
move, that the sold�ers who guarded the p�ts would protect the
descent of the Belg�an workmen. And Maheu clenched h�s f�sts,
�rr�tated espec�ally, as he sa�d, by hav�ng bayonets �n h�s back. Then
the coll�ers were no longer masters �n the�r own place? They were
treated, then, l�ke conv�cts, forced to work by a loaded musket! He
loved h�s p�t, �t was a great gr�ef to h�m not to have been down for
two months. He was dr�ven w�ld, therefore, at the �dea of th�s �nsult,
these strangers whom they threatened to �ntroduce. Then the
recollect�on that h�s cert�f�cate had been g�ven back to h�m struck h�m
to the heart.
"I don't know why I'm angry," he muttered. "I don't belong to the�r
shop any longer. When they have hunted me away from here, I may
as well d�e on the road."
"As to that," sa�d Ét�enne, "�f you l�ke, they'll take your cert�f�cate back
to-morrow. People don't send away good workmen."
He �nterrupted h�mself, surpr�sed to hear Alz�re, who was laugh�ng
softly �n the del�r�um of her fever. So far he had only made out Father
Bonnemort's st�ff shadow, and th�s ga�ety of the s�ck ch�ld fr�ghtened
h�m. It was �ndeed too much �f the l�ttle ones were go�ng to d�e of �t.
W�th trembl�ng vo�ce he made up h�s m�nd.
"Look here! th�s can't go on, we are done for. We must g�ve �t up."
Maheude, who had been mot�onless and s�lent up to now, suddenly
broke out, and treat�ng h�m fam�l�arly and swear�ng l�ke a man, she
shouted �n h�s face:
"What's that you say? It's you who say that, by God!"



He was about to g�ve reasons, but she would not let h�m speak.
"Don't repeat that, by God! or, woman as I am, I'll put my f�st �nto
your face. Then we have been dy�ng for two months, and I have sold
my household, and my l�ttle ones have fallen �ll of �t, and there �s to
be noth�ng done, and the �njust�ce �s to beg�n aga�n! Ah! do you
know! when I th�nk of that my blood stands st�ll. No, no, I would burn
everyth�ng, I would k�ll everyth�ng, rather than g�ve up."
She po�nted at Maheu �n the darkness, w�th a vague, threaten�ng
gesture.
"L�sten to th�s! If any man goes back to the p�t, he'll f�nd me wa�t�ng
for h�m on the road to sp�t �n h�s face and cry coward!
Ét�enne could not see her, but he felt a heat l�ke the breath of a
bark�ng an�mal. He had drawn back, aston�shed at th�s fury wh�ch
was h�s work. She was so changed that he could no longer
recogn�ze the woman who was once so sens�ble, reprov�ng h�s
v�olent schemes, say�ng that we ought not to w�sh any one dead, and
who was now refus�ng to l�sten to reason and talk�ng of k�ll�ng
people. It was not he now, �t was she, who talked pol�t�cs, who
dreamed of sweep�ng away the bourgeo�s at a stroke, who
demanded the republ�c and the gu�llot�ne to free the earth of these
r�ch robbers who fattened on the labour of starvel�ngs.
"Yes, I could flay them w�th my f�ngers. We've had enough of them!
Our turn �s come now; you used to say so yourself. When I th�nk of
the father, the grandfather, the grandfather's father, what all of them
who went before have suffered, what we are suffer�ng, and that our
sons and our sons' sons w�ll suffer �t over aga�n, �t makes me mad—I
could take a kn�fe. The other day we d�dn't do enough at Montsou;
we ought to have pulled the bloody place to the ground, down to the
last br�ck. And do you know I've only one regret, that we d�dn't let the
old man strangle the P�ola�ne g�rl. Hunger may strangle my l�ttle ones
for all they care!"
Her words fell l�ke the blows of an axe �n the n�ght. The closed
hor�zon would not open, and the �mposs�ble �deal was turn�ng to
po�son �n the depths of th�s skull wh�ch had been crushed by gr�ef.



"You have m�sunderstood," Ét�enne was able to say at last, beat�ng a
retreat. "We ought to come to an understand�ng w�th the Company. I
know that the p�ts are suffer�ng much, so that �t would probably
consent to an arrangement."
"No, never!" she shouted.
Just then Lénore and Henr� came back w�th the�r hands empty. A
gentleman had certa�nly g�ven them two sous, but the g�rl kept
k�ck�ng her l�ttle brother, and the two sous fell �nto the snow, and as
Jeanl�n had jo�ned �n the search they had not been able to f�nd them.
"Where �s Jeanl�n?"
"He's gone away, mother; he sa�d he had bus�ness."
Ét�enne was l�sten�ng w�th an ach�ng heart. Once she had threatened
to k�ll them �f they ever held out the�r hands to beg. Now she sent
them herself on to the roads, and proposed that all of them—the ten
thousand coll�ers of Montsou—should take st�ck and wallet, l�ke
beggars of old, and scour the terr�f�ed country.
The angu�sh cont�nued to �ncrease �n the black room. The l�ttle
urch�ns came back hungry, they wanted to eat; why could they not
have someth�ng to eat? And they grumbled, flung themselves about,
and at last trod on the feet of the�r dy�ng s�ster, who groaned. The
mother fur�ously boxed the�r ears �n the darkness at random. Then,
as they cr�ed st�ll louder, ask�ng for bread, she burst �nto tears, and
dropped on to the floor, se�z�ng them �n one embrace w�th the l�ttle
�nval�d; then, for a long t�me, her tears fell �n a nervous outbreak
wh�ch left her l�mp and worn out, stammer�ng over and over aga�n
the same phrase, call�ng for death:
"O God! why do you not take us? O God! �n p�ty take us, to have
done w�th �t!"
The grandfather preserved h�s �mmob�l�ty, l�ke an old tree tw�sted by
the ra�n and w�nd; wh�le the father cont�nued walk�ng between the
f�replace and the cupboard, w�thout turn�ng h�s head.
But the door opened, and th�s t�me �t was Doctor Vanderhaghen.



"The dev�l!" he sa�d. "Th�s l�ght won't spo�l your eyes. Look sharp! I'm
�n a hurry."
As usual, he scolded, knocked up by work. Fortunately, he had
matches w�th h�m, and the father had to str�ke s�x, one by one, and to
hold them wh�le he exam�ned the �nval�d. Unwound from her
coverlet, she sh�vered beneath th�s fl�cker�ng l�ght, as lean as a b�rd
dy�ng �n the snow, so small that one only saw her hump. But she
sm�led w�th the wander�ng sm�le of the dy�ng, and her eyes were very
large; wh�le her poor hands contracted over her hollow breast. And
as the half-choked mother asked �f �t was r�ght to take away from her
the only ch�ld who helped �n the household, so �ntell�gent and gentle,
the doctor grew vexed.
"Ah! she �s go�ng. Dead of hunger, your blessed ch�ld. And not the
only one, e�ther; I've just seen another one over there. You all send
for me, but I can't do anyth�ng; �t's meat that you want to cure you."
Maheu, w�th burnt f�ngers, had dropped the match, and the darkness
closed over the l�ttle corpse, wh�ch was st�ll warm. The doctor had
gone away �n a hurry. Ét�enne heard noth�ng more �n the black room
but Maheude's sobs, repeat�ng her cry for death, that melancholy
and endless lamentat�on:
"O God! �t �s my turn, take me! O God! take my man, take the others,
out of p�ty, to have done w�th �t!"

CHAPTER III

On that Sunday, ever s�nce e�ght o'clock, Souvar�ne had been s�tt�ng
alone �n the parlour of the Avantage, at h�s accustomed place, w�th
h�s head aga�nst the wall. Not a s�ngle coll�er knew where to get two
sous for a dr�nk, and never had the bars had fewer customers. So
Madame Rasseneur, mot�onless at the counter, preserved an
�rr�tated s�lence; wh�le Rasseneur, stand�ng before the �ron f�replace,



seemed to be gaz�ng w�th a reflect�ve a�r at the brown smoke from
the coal.
Suddenly, �n th�s heavy s�lence of an over-heated room, three l�ght
qu�ck blows struck aga�nst one of the w�ndow-panes made
Souvar�ne turn h�s head. He rose, for he recogn�zed the s�gnal wh�ch
Ét�enne had already used several t�mes before, �n order to call h�m,
when he saw h�m from w�thout, smok�ng h�s c�garette at an empty
table. But before the eng�ne-man could reach the door, Rasseneur
had opened �t, and, recogn�z�ng the man who stood there �n the l�ght
from the w�ndow, he sa�d to h�m:
"Are you afra�d that I shall sell you? You can talk better here than on
the road."
Ét�enne entered. Madame Rasseneur pol�tely offered h�m a glass,
wh�ch he refused, w�th a gesture. The �nnkeeper added:
"I guessed long ago where you h�de yourself. If I was a spy, as your
fr�ends say, I should have sent the pol�ce after you a week ago."
"There �s no need for you to defend yourself," repl�ed the young man.
"I know that you have never eaten that sort of bread. People may
have d�fferent �deas and esteem each other all the same."
And there was s�lence once more. Souvar�ne had gone back to h�s
cha�r, w�th h�s back to the wall and h�s eyes f�xed on the smoke from
h�s c�garette, but h�s fever�sh f�ngers were mov�ng restlessly, and he
ran them over h�s knees, seek�ng the warm fur of Poland, who was
absent th�s even�ng; �t was an unconsc�ous d�scomfort, someth�ng
that was lack�ng, he could not exactly say what.
Seated on the other s�de of the table, Ét�enne at last sa�d:
"To-morrow work beg�ns aga�n at the Voreux. The Belg�ans have
come w�th l�ttle Négrel."
"Yes, they landed them at n�ghtfall," muttered Rasseneur, who
rema�ned stand�ng. "As long as they don't k�ll each other after all!"
Then ra�s�ng h�s vo�ce:



"No, you know, I don't want to beg�n our d�sputes over aga�n, but th�s
w�ll end badly �f you hold out any longer. Why, your story �s just l�ke
that of your Internat�onal. I met Pluchart the day before yesterday, at
L�lle, where I went on bus�ness. It's go�ng wrong, that mach�ne of
h�s."
He gave deta�ls. The assoc�at�on, after hav�ng conquered the
workers of the whole world, �n an outburst of propaganda wh�ch had
left the m�ddle class st�ll shudder�ng, was now be�ng devoured and
slowly destroyed by an �nternal struggle between van�t�es and
amb�t�ons. S�nce the anarch�sts had tr�umphed �n �t, chas�ng out the
earl�er evolut�on�sts, everyth�ng was break�ng up; the or�g�nal a�m,
the reform of the wage-system, was lost �n the m�dst of the
squabbl�ng of sects; the sc�ent�f�c framework was d�sorgan�zed by
the hatred of d�sc�pl�ne. And already �t was poss�ble to foresee the
f�nal m�scarr�age of th�s general revolt wh�ch for a moment had
threatened to carry away �n a breath the old rotten soc�ety.
"Pluchart �s �ll over �t," Rasseneur went on. "And he has no vo�ce at
all now. All the same, he talks on �n sp�te of everyth�ng and wants to
go to Par�s. And he told me three t�mes over that our str�ke was done
for."
Ét�enne w�th h�s eyes on the ground let h�m talk on w�thout
�nterrupt�on. The even�ng before he had chatted w�th some mates,
and he felt that breaths of sp�te and susp�c�on were pass�ng over
h�m, those f�rst breaths of unpopular�ty wh�ch forerun defeat. And he
rema�ned gloomy, he would not confess deject�on �n the presence of
a man who had foretold to h�m that the crowd would hoot h�m �n h�s
turn on the day when they had to avenge themselves for a
m�scalculat�on.
"No doubt the str�ke �s done for, I know that as well as Pluchart," he
sa�d. "But we foresaw that. We accepted th�s str�ke aga�nst our
w�shes, we d�dn't count on f�n�sh�ng up w�th the Company. Only one
gets carr�ed away, one beg�ns to expect th�ngs, and when �t turns out
badly one forgets that one ought to have expected that, �nstead of
lament�ng and quarrell�ng as �f �t were a catastrophe tumbled down
from heaven."



"Then �f you th�nk the game's lost," asked Rasseneur, "why don't you
make the mates l�sten to reason?"
The young man looked at h�m f�xedly.
"L�sten! enough of th�s. You have your �deas, I have m�ne. I came �n
here to show you that I feel esteem for you �n sp�te of everyth�ng. But
I st�ll th�nk that �f we come to gr�ef over th�s trouble, our starved
carcasses w�ll do more for the people's cause than all your common-
sense pol�t�cs. Ah! �f one of those bloody sold�ers would just put a
bullet �n my heart, that would be a f�ne way of end�ng!"
H�s eyes were mo�st, as �n th�s cry there broke out the secret des�re
of the vanqu�shed, the refuge �n wh�ch he des�red to lose h�s torment
for ever.
"Well sa�d!" declared Madame Rasseneur, cast�ng on her husband a
look wh�ch was full of all the contempt of her rad�cal op�n�ons.
Souvar�ne, w�th a vague gaze, feel�ng about w�th h�s nervous hands,
d�d not appear to hear. H�s fa�r g�rl�sh face, w�th the th�n nose and
small po�nted teeth, seemed to be grow�ng savage �n some myst�c
dream full of bloody v�s�ons. And he began to dream aloud, reply�ng
to a remark of Rasseneur's about the Internat�onal wh�ch had been
let fall �n the course of the conversat�on.
"They are all cowards; there �s only one man who can make the�r
mach�ne �nto a terr�ble �nstrument of destruct�on. It requ�res w�ll, and
none of them have w�ll; and that's why the revolut�on w�ll m�scarry
once more."
He went on �n a vo�ce of d�sgust, lament�ng the �mbec�l�ty of men,
wh�le the other two were d�sturbed by these somnambul�st�c
conf�dences made �n the darkness. In Russ�a there was noth�ng
go�ng on well, and he was �n despa�r over the news he had rece�ved.
H�s old compan�ons were all turn�ng to the pol�t�c�ans; the famous
N�h�l�sts who made Europe tremble—sons of v�llage pr�ests, of the
lower m�ddle class, of tradesmen—could not r�se above the �dea of
nat�onal l�berat�on, and seemed to bel�eve that the world would be
del�vered—when they had k�lled the�r despot. As soon as he spoke
to them of raz�ng soc�ety to the ground l�ke a r�pe harvest—as soon



as he even pronounced the �nfant�le word "republ�c"—he felt that he
was m�sunderstood and a d�sturber, henceforth unclassed, enrolled
among the lost leaders of cosmopol�tan revolut�on. H�s patr�ot�c heart
struggled, however, and �t was w�th pa�nful b�tterness that he
repeated h�s favour�te express�on:
"Foolery! They'll never get out of �t w�th the�r foolery."
Then, lower�ng h�s vo�ce st�ll more, �n a few b�tter words he descr�bed
h�s old dream of fratern�ty. He had renounced h�s rank and h�s
fortune; he had gone among workmen, only �n the hope of see�ng at
last the foundat�on of a new soc�ety of labour �n common. All the
sous �n h�s pockets had long gone to the urch�ns of the settlement;
he had been as tender as a brother w�th the coll�ers, sm�l�ng at the�r
susp�c�on, w�nn�ng them over by h�s qu�et workmanl�ke ways and h�s
d�sl�ke of chatter�ng. But dec�dedly the fus�on had not taken place; he
rema�ned a stranger, w�th h�s contempt of all bonds, h�s des�re to
keep h�mself free of all petty van�t�es and enjoyments. And s�nce th�s
morn�ng he had been espec�ally exasperated by read�ng an �nc�dent
�n the newspapers.
H�s vo�ce changed, h�s eyes grew br�ght, he f�xed them on Ét�enne,
d�rectly address�ng h�m:
"Now, do you understand that? These hatworkers at Marse�lles who
have won the great lottery pr�ze of a hundred thousand francs have
gone off at once and �nvested �t, declar�ng that they are go�ng to l�ve
w�thout do�ng anyth�ng! Yes, that �s your �dea, all of you French
workmen; you want to unearth a treasure �n order to devour �t alone
afterwards �n some lazy, self�sh corner. You may cry out as much as
you l�ke aga�nst the r�ch, you haven't got courage enough to g�ve
back to the poor the money that luck br�ngs you. You w�ll never be
worthy of happ�ness as long as you own anyth�ng, and your hatred of
the bourgeo�s proceeds solely from an angry des�re to be bourgeo�s
yourselves �n the�r place."
Rasseneur burst out laugh�ng. The �dea that the two Marse�lles
workmen ought to renounce the b�g pr�ze seemed to h�m absurd. But
Souvar�ne grew pale; h�s face changed and became terr�ble �n one of
those rel�g�ous rages wh�ch exterm�nate nat�ons. He cr�ed:



"You w�ll all be mown down, overthrown, cast on the dung-heap.
Someone w�ll be born who w�ll ann�h�late your race of cowards and
pleasure-seekers. And look here! you see my hands; �f my hands
were able they would take up the earth, l�ke that, and shake �t unt�l �t
was smashed to fragments, and you were all bur�ed beneath the
rubb�sh."
"Well sa�d," declared Madame Rasseneur, w�th her pol�te and
conv�nced a�r.
There was s�lence aga�n. Then Ét�enne spoke once more of the
Bor�nage men. He quest�oned Souvar�ne concern�ng the steps that
had been taken at the Voreux. But the eng�ne-man was st�ll
preoccup�ed, and scarcely repl�ed. He only knew that cartr�dges
would be d�str�buted to the sold�ers who were guard�ng the p�t; and
the nervous restlessness of h�s f�ngers over h�s knees �ncreased to
such an extent that, at last, he became consc�ous of what was
lack�ng—the soft and sooth�ng fur of the tame rabb�t.
"Where �s Poland, then?" he asked.
The �nnkeeper laughed aga�n as he looked at h�s w�fe. After an
awkward s�lence he made up h�s m�nd:
"Poland? She �s �n the pot."
S�nce her adventure w�th Jeanl�n, the pregnant rabb�t, no doubt
wounded, had only brought forth dead young ones; and to avo�d
feed�ng a useless mouth they had res�gned themselves that very day
to serve her up w�th potatoes.
"Yes, you ate one of her legs th�s even�ng. Eh! You l�cked your
f�ngers after �t!"
Souvar�ne had not understood at f�rst. Then he became very pale,
and h�s face contracted w�th nausea; wh�le, �n sp�te of h�s sto�c�sm,
two large tears were swell�ng beneath h�s eyel�ds.
But no one had t�me to not�ce th�s emot�on, for the door had opened
roughly and Chaval had appeared, push�ng Cather�ne before h�m.
After hav�ng made h�mself drunk w�th beer and bluster �n all the
publ�c-houses of Montsou, the �dea had occurred to h�m to go to the



Avantage to show h�s old fr�ends that he was not afra�d. As he came
�n, he sa�d to h�s m�stress:
"By God! I tell you you shall dr�nk a glass �n here; I'll break the jaws
of the f�rst man who looks askance at me!"
Cather�ne, moved at the s�ght of Ét�enne, had become very pale.
When Chaval �n h�s turn perce�ved h�m, he gr�nned �n h�s ev�l
fash�on.
"Two glasses, Madame Rasseneur! We're wett�ng the new start of
work."
W�thout a word she poured out, as a woman who never refused her
beer to any one. There was s�lence, and ne�ther the landlord nor the
two others st�rred from the�r places.
"I know people who've sa�d that I was a spy," Chaval went on
swagger�ngly, "and I'm wa�t�ng for them just to say �t aga�n to my
face, so that we can have a b�t of explanat�on."
No one repl�ed, and the men turned the�r heads and gazed vaguely
at the walls.
"There are some who sham, and there are some who don't sham,"
he went on louder. "I've noth�ng to h�de. I've left Deneul�n's d�rty
shop, and to-morrow I'm go�ng down to the Voreux w�th a dozen
Belg�ans, who have been g�ven me to lead because I'm held �n
esteem; and �f any one doesn't l�ke that, he can just say so, and we'll
talk �t over."
Then, as the same contemptuous s�lence greeted h�s provocat�ons,
he turned fur�ously on Cather�ne.
"W�ll you dr�nk, by God? Dr�nk w�th me to the confus�on of all the d�rty
beasts who refuse to work."
She drank, but w�th so trembl�ng a hand that the two glasses struck
together w�th a t�nkl�ng sound. He had now pulled out of h�s pocket a
handful of s�lver, wh�ch he exh�b�ted w�th drunken ostentat�on, say�ng
that he had earned that w�th h�s sweat, and that he def�ed the
shammers to show ten sous. The att�tude of h�s mates exasperated
h�m, and he began to come to d�rect �nsults.



"Then �t �s at n�ght that the moles come out? The pol�ce have to go to
sleep before we meet the br�gands."
Ét�enne had r�sen, very calm and resolute.
"L�sten! You annoy me. Yes, you are a spy; your money st�ll st�nks of
some treachery. You've sold yourself, and �t d�sgusts me to touch
your sk�n. No matter; I'm your man. It �s qu�te t�me that one of us d�d
for the other."
Chaval clenched h�s f�sts.
"Come along, then, cowardly dog! I must call you so to warm you up.
You all alone—I'm qu�te w�ll�ng; and you shall pay for all the bloody
tr�cks that have been played on me."
W�th suppl�ant arms Cather�ne advanced between them. But they
had no need to repel her; she felt the necess�ty of the battle, and
slowly drew back of her own accord. Stand�ng aga�nst the wall, she
rema�ned s�lent, so paralysed w�th angu�sh that she no longer
sh�vered, her large eyes gaz�ng at these two men who were go�ng to
k�ll each other over her.
Madame Rasseneur s�mply removed the glasses from the counter
for fear that they m�ght be broken. Then she sat down aga�n on the
bench, w�thout show�ng any �mproper cur�os�ty. But two old mates
could not be left to murder each other l�ke th�s. Rasseneur pers�sted
�n �nterfer�ng, and Souvar�ne had to take h�m by the shoulder and
lead h�m back to the table, say�ng:
"It doesn't concern you. There �s one of them too many, and the
strongest must l�ve."
W�thout wa�t�ng for the attack, Chaval's f�sts were already deal�ng
blows at space. He was the taller of the two, and h�s blows swung
about a�m�ng at the face, w�th fur�ous cutt�ng movements of both
arms one after the other, as though he were handl�ng a couple of
sabres. And he went on talk�ng, play�ng to the gallery w�th volleys of
abuse, wh�ch served to exc�te h�m.
"Ah! you damned dev�l, I'll have your nose! I'll do for your bloody
nose! Just let me get at your chops, you whore's look�ng-glass; I'll



make a hash for the bloody sw�ne, and then we shall see �f the
strumpets w�ll run after you!"
In s�lence, and w�th clenched teeth, Ét�enne gathered up h�s small
f�gure, accord�ng to the rules of the game, protect�ng h�s chest and
face by both f�sts; and he watched and let them fly l�ke spr�ngs
released, w�th terr�ble stra�ght blows.
At f�rst they d�d each other l�ttle damage. The wh�rl�ng and bluster�ng
blows of the one, the cool watchfulness of the other, prolonged the
struggle. A cha�r was overthrown; the�r heavy boots crushed the
wh�te sand scattered on the floor. But at last they were out of breath,
the�r pant�ng resp�rat�on was heard, wh�le the�r faces became red
and swollen as from an �nter�or f�re wh�ch flamed out from the clear
holes of the�r eyes.
"Played!" yelled Chaval; "trumps on your carcass!"
In fact h�s f�st, work�ng l�ke a fla�l, had struck h�s adversary's
shoulder. Ét�enne restra�ned a groan of pa�n and the only sound that
was heard was the dull bru�s�ng of the muscles. Ét�enne repl�ed w�th
a stra�ght blow to Chaval's chest, wh�ch would have knocked h�m
out, had he had not saved h�mself by one of h�s constant goat-l�ke
leaps. The blow, however, caught h�m on the left flank w�th such
effect that he tottered, momentar�ly w�nded. He became fur�ous on
feel�ng h�s arm grow l�mp w�th pa�n, and k�cked out l�ke a w�ld beast,
a�m�ng at h�s adversary's belly w�th h�s heel.
"Have at your guts!" he stammered �n a choked vo�ce. "I'll pull them
out and unw�nd them for you!"
Ét�enne avo�ded the blow, so �nd�gnant at th�s �nfract�on of the laws of
fa�r f�ght�ng that he broke s�lence.
"Hold your tongue, brute! And no feet, by God! or I take a cha�r and
bash you w�th �t!"
Then the struggle became ser�ous. Rasseneur was d�sgusted, and
would aga�n have �nterfered, but a severe look from h�s w�fe held h�m
back: had not two customers a r�ght to settle an affa�r �n the house?
He s�mply placed h�mself before the f�replace, for fear lest they
should tumble over �nto �t. Souvar�ne, �n h�s qu�et way, had rolled a



c�garette, but he forgot to l�ght �t. Cather�ne was mot�onless aga�nst
the wall; only her hands had unconsc�ously r�sen to her wa�st, and
w�th constant f�dget�ng movements were tw�st�ng and tear�ng at the
stuff of her dress. She was str�v�ng as hard as poss�ble not to cry out,
and so, perhaps, k�ll one of them by declar�ng her preference; but
she was, too, so d�stracted that she d�d not even know wh�ch she
preferred.
Chaval, who was bathed �n sweat and str�k�ng at random, soon
became exhausted. In sp�te of h�s anger, Ét�enne cont�nued to cover
h�mself, parry�ng nearly all the blows, a few of wh�ch grazed h�m. H�s
ear was spl�t, a f�nger na�l had torn away a p�ece of h�s neck, and th�s
so smarted that he swore �n h�s turn as he drove out one of h�s
terr�ble stra�ght blows. Once more Chaval saved h�s chest by a leap,
but he had lowered h�mself, and the f�st reached h�s face, smash�ng
h�s nose and crush�ng one eye. Immed�ately a jet of blood came from
h�s nostr�ls, and h�s eye became swollen and blu�sh. Bl�nded by th�s
red flood, and dazed by the shock to h�s skull, the wretch was
beat�ng the a�r w�th h�s arms at random, when another blow, str�k�ng
h�m at last full �n the chest, f�n�shed h�m. There was a crunch�ng
sound; he fell on h�s back w�th a heavy thud, as when a sack of
plaster �s empt�ed.
Ét�enne wa�ted.
"Get up! �f you want some more, we'll beg�n aga�n."
W�thout reply�ng, Chaval, after a few m�nutes' stupefact�on, moved
on the ground and stretched h�s l�mbs. He p�cked h�mself up w�th
d�ff�culty, rest�ng for a moment curled up on h�s knees, do�ng
someth�ng w�th h�s hand �n the bottom of h�s pocket wh�ch could not
be observed. Then, when he was up, he rushed forward aga�n, h�s
throat swell�ng w�th a savage yell.
But Cather�ne had seen; and �n sp�te of herself a loud cry came from
her heart, aston�sh�ng her l�ke the avowal of a preference she had
herself been �gnorant of:
"Take care! he's got h�s kn�fe!"



Ét�enne had only t�me to parry the f�rst blow w�th h�s arm. H�s woollen
jacket was cut by the th�ck blade, one of those blades fastened by a
copper ferrule �nto a boxwood handle. He had already se�zed
Chaval's wr�st, and a terr�ble struggle began; for he felt that he would
be lost �f he let go, wh�le the other shook h�s arm �n the effort to free
�t and str�ke. The weapon was gradually lowered as the�r st�ffened
l�mbs grew fat�gued. Ét�enne tw�ce felt the cold sensat�on of the steel
aga�nst h�s sk�n; and he had to make a supreme effort, so crush�ng
the other's wr�st that the kn�fe sl�pped from h�s hand. Both of them
had fallen to the earth, and �t was Ét�enne who snatched �t up,
brand�sh�ng �t �n h�s turn. He held Chaval down beneath h�s knee and
threatened to sl�t h�s throat open.
"Ah, tra�tor! by God! you've got �t com�ng to you now!"
He felt an awful vo�ce w�th�n, deafen�ng h�m. It arose from h�s bowels
and was beat�ng �n h�s head l�ke a hammer, a sudden man�a of
murder, a need to taste blood. Never before had the cr�s�s so shaken
h�m. He was not drunk, however, and he struggled aga�nst the
hered�tary d�sease w�th the despa�r�ng shudder of a man who �s mad
w�th lust and struggles on the verge of rape. At last he conquered
h�mself; he threw the kn�fe beh�nd h�m, stammer�ng �n a hoarse
vo�ce:
"Get up—off you go!"
Th�s t�me Rasseneur had rushed forward, but w�thout qu�te dar�ng to
venture between them, for fear of catch�ng a nasty blow. He d�d not
want any one to be murdered �n h�s house, and was so angry that h�s
w�fe, s�tt�ng erect at the counter, remarked to h�m that he always
cr�ed out too soon. Souvar�ne, who had nearly caught the kn�fe �n h�s
legs, dec�ded to l�ght h�s c�garette. Was �t, then, all over? Cather�ne
was look�ng on stup�dly at the two men, who were unexpectedly both
l�v�ng.
"Off you go!" repeated Ét�enne. "Off you go, or I'll do for you!"
Chaval arose, and w�th the back of h�s hand w�ped away the blood
wh�ch cont�nued to flow from h�s nose; w�th jaw smeared red and
bru�sed eye, he went away tra�l�ng h�s feet, fur�ous at h�s defeat.



Cather�ne mechan�cally followed h�m. Then he turned round, and h�s
hatred broke out �n a flood of f�lth.
"No, no! s�nce you want h�m, sleep w�th h�m, d�rty jade! and don't put
your bloody feet �n my place aga�n �f you value your sk�n!"
He v�olently banged the door. There was deep s�lence �n the warm
room, the low crackl�ng of the coal was alone heard. On the ground
there only rema�ned the overturned cha�r and a ra�n of blood wh�ch
the sand on the floor was dr�nk�ng up.

CHAPTER IV

When they came out of Rasseneur's, Ét�enne and Cather�ne walked
on �n s�lence. The thaw was beg�nn�ng, a slow cold thaw wh�ch
sta�ned the snow w�thout melt�ng �t. In the l�v�d sky a full moon could
be fa�ntly seen beh�nd great clouds, black rags dr�ven fur�ously by a
tempestuous w�nd far above; and on the earth no breath was st�rr�ng,
noth�ng could be heard but dr�pp�ngs from the roofs, the fall�ng of
wh�te lumps w�th a soft thud.
Ét�enne was embarrassed by th�s woman who had been g�ven to
h�m, and �n h�s d�squ�et he could f�nd noth�ng to say. The �dea of
tak�ng her w�th h�m to h�de at Réqu�llart seemed absurd. He had
proposed to lead her back to the settlement, to her parents' house,
but she had refused �n terror. No, no! anyth�ng rather than be a
burden on them once more after hav�ng behaved so badly to them!
And ne�ther of them spoke any more; they tramped on at random
through the roads wh�ch were becom�ng r�vers of mud. At f�rst they
went down towards the Voreux; then they turned to the r�ght and
passed between the p�t-bank and the canal.
"But you'll have to sleep somewhere," he sa�d at last. "Now, �f I only
had a room, I could eas�ly take you——"
But a cur�ous spasm of t�m�d�ty �nterrupted h�m. The past came back
to h�m, the�r old long�ngs for each other, and the del�cac�es and the



shames wh�ch had prevented them from com�ng together. D�d he st�ll
des�re her, that he felt so troubled, gradually warmed at the heart by
a fresh long�ng? The recollect�on of the blows she had dealt h�m at
Gaston-Mar�e now attracted h�m �nstead of f�ll�ng h�m w�th sp�te. And
he was surpr�sed; the �dea of tak�ng her to Réqu�llart was becom�ng
qu�te natural and easy to execute.
"Now, come, dec�de; where would you l�ke me to take you? You must
hate me very much to refuse to come w�th me!"
She was follow�ng h�m slowly, delayed by the pa�nful sl�pp�ng of her
sabots �nto the ruts; and w�thout ra�s�ng her head she murmured:
"I have enough trouble, good God! don't g�ve me any more. What
good would �t do us, what you ask, now that I have a lover and you
have a woman yourself?"
She meant Mouquette. She bel�eved that he st�ll went w�th th�s g�rl,
as the rumour ran for the last fortn�ght; and when he swore to her
that �t was not so she shook her head, for she remembered the
even�ng when she had seen them eagerly k�ss�ng each other.
"Isn't �t a p�ty, all th�s nonsense?" he wh�spered, stopp�ng. "We m�ght
understand each other so well."
She shuddered sl�ghtly and repl�ed:
"Never m�nd, you've noth�ng to be sorry for; you don't lose much. If
you knew what a trumpery th�ng I am—no b�gger than two ha'porth
of butter, so �ll made that I shall never become a woman, sure
enough!"
And she went on freely accus�ng herself, as though the long delay of
her puberty had been her own fault. In sp�te of the man whom she
had had, th�s lessened her, placed her among the urch�ns. One has
some excuse, at any rate, when one can produce a ch�ld.
"My poor l�ttle one!" sa�d Ét�enne, w�th deep p�ty, �n a very low vo�ce.
They were at the foot of the p�t-bank, h�dden �n the shadow of the
enormous p�le. An �nky cloud was just then pass�ng over the moon;
they could no longer even d�st�ngu�sh the�r faces, the�r breaths were
m�ngled, the�r l�ps were seek�ng each other for that k�ss wh�ch had



tormented them w�th des�re for months. But suddenly the moon
reappeared, and they saw the sent�nel above them, at the top of the
rocks wh�te w�th l�ght, stand�ng out erect on the Voreux. And before
they had k�ssed an emot�on of modesty separated them, that old
modesty �n wh�ch there was someth�ng of anger, a vague
repugnance, and much fr�endsh�p. They set out aga�n heav�ly, up to
the�r ankles �n mud.
"Then �t's settled. You don't want to have anyth�ng to do w�th me?"
asked Ét�enne.
"No," she sa�d. "You after Chaval; and after you another, eh? No,
that d�sgusts me; �t doesn't g�ve me any pleasure. What's the use of
do�ng �t?"
They were s�lent, and walked some hundred paces w�thout
exchang�ng a word.
"But, anyhow, do you know where to go to?" he sa�d aga�n. "I can't
leave you out �n a n�ght l�ke th�s."
She repl�ed, s�mply:
"I'm go�ng back. Chaval �s my man. I have nowhere else to sleep but
w�th h�m."
"But he w�ll beat you to death."
There was s�lence aga�n. She had shrugged her shoulders �n
res�gnat�on. He would beat her, and when he was t�red of beat�ng her
he would stop. Was not that better than to roam the streets l�ke a
vagabond? Then she was used to blows; she sa�d, to console
herself, that e�ght out of ten g�rls were no better off than she was. If
her lover marr�ed her some day �t would, all the same, be very n�ce
of h�m.
Ét�enne and Cather�ne were mov�ng mechan�cally towards Montsou,
and as they came nearer the�r s�lences grew longer. It was as though
they had never before been together. He could f�nd no argument to
conv�nce her, �n sp�te of the deep vexat�on wh�ch he felt at see�ng her
go back to Chaval. H�s heart was break�ng, he had noth�ng better to
offer than an ex�stence of wretchedness and fl�ght, a n�ght w�th no to-



morrow should a sold�er's bullet go through h�s head. Perhaps, after
all, �t was w�ser to suffer what he was suffer�ng rather than r�sk a
fresh suffer�ng. So he led her back to her lover's, w�th sunken head,
and made no protest when she stopped h�m on the ma�n road, at the
corner of the Yards, twenty metres from the Estam�net P�quette,
say�ng:
"Don't come any farther. If he sees you �t w�ll only make th�ngs
worse."
Eleven o'clock struck at the church. The estam�net was closed, but
gleams came through the cracks.
"Good-bye," she murmured.
She had g�ven h�m her hand; he kept �t, and she had to draw �t away
pa�nfully, w�th a slow effort, to leave h�m. W�thout turn�ng her head,
she went �n through the l�ttle latched door. But he d�d not turn away,
stand�ng at the same place w�th h�s eyes on the house, anx�ous as to
what was pass�ng w�th�n. He l�stened, trembl�ng lest he should hear
the cr�es of a beaten woman. The house rema�ned black and s�lent;
he only saw a l�ght appear at a f�rst-floor w�ndow, and as th�s w�ndow
opened, and he recogn�zed the th�n shadow that was lean�ng over
the road, he came near.
Cather�ne then wh�spered very low:
"He's not come back. I'm go�ng to bed. Please go away."
Ét�enne went off. The thaw was �ncreas�ng; a regular shower was
fall�ng from the roofs, a mo�st sweat flowed down the walls, the
pal�ngs, the whole confused mass of th�s �ndustr�al d�str�ct lost �n
n�ght. At f�rst he turned towards Réqu�llart, s�ck w�th fat�gue and
sadness, hav�ng no other des�re except to d�sappear under the earth
and to be ann�h�lated there. Then the �dea of the Voreux occurred to
h�m aga�n. He thought of the Belg�an workmen who were go�ng
down, of h�s mates at the settlement, exasperated aga�nst the
sold�ers and resolved not to tolerate strangers �n the�r p�t. And he
passed aga�n along the canal through the puddles of melted snow.
As he stood once more near the p�t-bank the moon was sh�n�ng
br�ghtly. He ra�sed h�s eyes and gazed at the sky. The clouds were



gallop�ng by, wh�pped on by the strong w�nd wh�ch was blow�ng up
there; but they were grow�ng wh�te, and ravell�ng out th�nly w�th the
m�sty transparency of troubled water over the moon's face. They
succeeded each other so rap�dly that the moon, ve�led at moments,
constantly reappeared �n l�mp�d clearness.
W�th gaze full of th�s pure br�ghtness, Ét�enne was lower�ng h�s head,
when a spectacle on the summ�t of the p�t-bank attracted h�s
attent�on. The sent�nel, st�ffened by cold, was walk�ng up and down,
tak�ng twenty-f�ve paces towards March�ennes, and then return�ng
towards Montsou. The wh�te gl�tter of h�s bayonet could be seen
above h�s black s�lhouette, wh�ch stood out clearly aga�nst the pale
sky. But what �nterested the young man, beh�nd the cab�n where
Bonnemort used to take shelter on tempestuous n�ghts, was a
mov�ng shadow—a crouch�ng beast �n ambush—wh�ch he
�mmed�ately recogn�zed as Jeanl�n, w�th h�s long flex�ble sp�ne l�ke a
marten's. The sent�nel could not see h�m. That br�gand of a ch�ld was
certa�nly prepar�ng some pract�cal joke, for he was st�ll fur�ous
aga�nst the sold�ers, and ask�ng when they were go�ng to be freed
from these murderers who had been sent here w�th guns to k�ll
people.
For a moment Ét�enne thought of call�ng h�m to prevent the
execut�on of some stup�d tr�ck. The moon was h�dden. He had seen
h�m draw h�mself up ready to spr�ng; but the moon reappeared, and
the ch�ld rema�ned crouch�ng. At every turn the sent�nel came as far
as the cab�n, then turned h�s back and walked �n the oppos�te
d�rect�on. And suddenly, as a cloud threw �ts shadow, Jeanl�n leapt
on to the sold�er's shoulders w�th the great bound of a w�ld cat, and
gr�pp�ng h�m w�th h�s claws bur�ed h�s large open kn�fe �n h�s throat.
The horse-ha�r collar res�sted; he had to apply both hands to the
handle and hang on w�th all the we�ght of h�s body. He had often bled
fowls wh�ch he had found beh�nd farms. It was so rap�d that there
was only a st�fled cry �n the n�ght, wh�le the musket fell w�th the
sound of old �ron. Already the moon was sh�n�ng aga�n.



Mot�onless w�th stupor, Ét�enne was st�ll gaz�ng. A shout had been
choked �n h�s chest. Above, the p�t-bank was vacant; no shadow was
any longer v�s�ble aga�nst the w�ld fl�ght of clouds. He ran up and
found Jeanl�n on all fours before the corpse, wh�ch was ly�ng back
w�th extended arms. Beneath the l�mp�d l�ght the red trousers and
grey overcoat contrasted harshly w�th the snow. Not a drop of blood
had flowed, the kn�fe was st�ll �n the throat up to the handle. W�th a
fur�ous, unreason�ng blow of the f�st he knocked the ch�ld down
bes�de the body.
"What have you done that for?" he stammered w�ldly.
Jeanl�n p�cked h�mself up and rested on h�s hands, w�th a fel�ne
movement of h�s th�n sp�ne; h�s large ears, h�s green eyes, h�s
prom�nent jaws were qu�ver�ng and aflame w�th the shock of h�s
deadly blow.
"By God! why have you done th�s?"
"I don't know; I wanted to."
He pers�sted �n th�s reply. For three days he had wanted to. It
tormented h�m, �t made h�s head ache beh�nd h�s ears, because he
thought about �t so much. Need one be so part�cular w�th these
damned sold�ers who were worry�ng the coll�ers �n the�r own homes?
Of the v�olent speeches he had heard �n the forest, the cr�es of
destruct�on and death shouted among the p�ts, f�ve or s�x words had
rema�ned w�th h�m, and these he repeated l�ke a street urch�n play�ng
at revolut�on. And he knew no more; no one had urged h�m on, �t had
come to h�m of �tself, just as the des�re to steal on�ons from a f�eld
came to h�m.
Startled at th�s obscure growth of cr�me �n the recesses of th�s
ch�ld�sh bra�n, Ét�enne aga�n pushed h�m away w�th a k�ck, l�ke an
unconsc�ous an�mal. He trembled lest the guard at the Voreux had
heard the sent�nel's st�fled cry, and looked towards the p�t every t�me
the moon was uncovered. But noth�ng st�rred, and he bent down, felt
the hands that were gradually becom�ng �cy, and l�stened to the
heart, wh�ch had stopped beneath the overcoat. Only the bone



handle of the kn�fe could be seen w�th the motto on �t, the s�mple
word "Amour," engraved �n black letters.
H�s eyes went from the throat to the face. Suddenly he recogn�zed
the l�ttle sold�er; �t was Jules, the recru�t w�th whom he had talked
one morn�ng. And deep p�ty came over h�m �n front of th�s fa�r gentle
face, marked w�th freckles. The blue eyes, w�de open, were gaz�ng
at the sky w�th that f�xed gaze w�th wh�ch he had before seen h�m
search�ng the hor�zon for the country of h�s b�rth. Where was �t, that
Plogof wh�ch had appeared to h�m beneath the dazzl�ng sun? Over
there, over there! The sea was moan�ng afar on th�s tempestuous
n�ght. That w�nd pass�ng above had perhaps swept over the moors.
Two women perhaps were stand�ng there, the mother and the s�ster,
clutch�ng the�r w�nd-blown co�fs, gaz�ng as �f they could see what
was now happen�ng to the l�ttle fellow through the leagues wh�ch
separated them. They would always wa�t for h�m now. What an
abom�nable th�ng �t �s for poor dev�ls to k�ll each other for the sake of
the r�ch!
But th�s corpse had to be d�sposed of. Ét�enne at f�rst thought of
throw�ng �t �nto the canal, but was deterred from th�s by the certa�nty
that �t would be found there. H�s anx�ety became extreme, every
m�nute was of �mportance; what dec�s�on should he take? He had a
sudden �nsp�rat�on: �f he could carry the body as far as Réqu�llart, he
would be able to bury �t there for ever.
"Come here," he sa�d to Jeanl�n.
The ch�ld was susp�c�ous.
"No, you want to beat me. And then I have bus�ness. Good n�ght."
In fact, he had g�ven a rendezvous to Bébert and Lyd�e �n a h�d�ng-
place, a hole arranged under the wood supply at the Voreux. It had
been arranged to sleep out, so as to be there �f the Belg�ans' bones
were to be broken by ston�ng when they went down the p�t.
"L�sten!" repeated Ét�enne. "Come here, or I shall call the sold�ers,
who w�ll cut your head off."
And as Jeanl�n was mak�ng up h�s m�nd, he rolled h�s handkerch�ef,
and bound the sold�er's neck t�ghtly, w�thout draw�ng out the kn�fe, so



as to prevent the blood from flow�ng. The snow was melt�ng; on the
so�l there was ne�ther a red patch nor the footmarks of a struggle.
"Take the legs!"
Jeanl�n took the legs, wh�le Ét�enne se�zed the shoulders, after
hav�ng fastened the gun beh�nd h�s back, and then they both slowly
descended the p�t-bank, try�ng to avo�d roll�ng any rocks down.
Fortunately the moon was h�dden. But as they passed along the
canal �t reappeared br�ghtly, and �t was a m�racle that the guard d�d
not see them. S�lently they hastened on, h�ndered by the sw�ng�ng of
the corpse, and obl�ged to place �t on the ground every hundred
metres. At the corner of the Réqu�llart lane they heard a sound wh�ch
froze them w�th terror, and they only had t�me to h�de beh�nd a wall to
avo�d a patrol. Farther on, a man came across them, but he was
drunk, and moved away abus�ng them. At last they reached the old
p�t, bathed �n persp�rat�on, and so exhausted that the�r teeth were
chatter�ng.
Ét�enne had guessed that �t would not be easy to get the sold�er
down the ladder shaft. It was an awful task. F�rst of all Jeanl�n,
stand�ng above, had to let the body sl�de down, wh�le Ét�enne,
hang�ng on to the bushes, had to accompany �t to enable �t to pass
the f�rst two ladders where the rungs were broken. Afterwards, at
every ladder, he had to perform the same manœuvre over aga�n,
go�ng down f�rst, then rece�v�ng the body �n h�s arms; and he had
thus, down th�rty ladders, two hundred and ten metres, to feel �t
constantly fall�ng over h�m. The gun scraped h�s sp�ne; he had not
allowed the ch�ld to go for the candle-end, wh�ch he preserved
avar�c�ously. What was the use? The l�ght would only embarrass
them �n th�s narrow tube. When they arr�ved at the p�t-eye, however,
out of breath, he sent the youngster for the candle. He then sat down
and wa�ted for h�m �n the darkness, near the body, w�th heart beat�ng
v�olently. As soon as Jeanl�n reappeared w�th the l�ght, Ét�enne
consulted w�th h�m, for the ch�ld had explored these old work�ngs,
even to the cracks through wh�ch men could not pass. They set out
aga�n, dragg�ng the dead body for nearly a k�lometre, through a
maze of ru�nous galler�es. At last the roof became low, and they
found themselves kneel�ng beneath a sandy rock supported by half-



broken planks. It was a sort of long chest �n wh�ch they la�d the l�ttle
sold�er as �n a coff�n; they placed h�s gun by h�s s�de; then w�th
v�gorous blows of the�r heels they broke the t�mber at the r�sk of
be�ng bur�ed themselves. Immed�ately the rock gave way, and they
scarcely had t�me to crawl back on the�r elbows and knees. When
Ét�enne returned, se�zed by the des�re to look once more, the roof
was st�ll fall�ng �n, slowly crush�ng the body beneath �ts enormous
we�ght. And then there was noth�ng more left, noth�ng but the vast
mass of the earth.
Jeanl�n, hav�ng returned to h�s own corner, h�s l�ttle cavern of v�lla�ny,
was stretch�ng h�mself out on the hay, overcome by wear�ness, and
murmur�ng:
"He�gho! the brats must wa�t for me; I'm go�ng to have an hour's
sleep."
Ét�enne had blown out the candle, of wh�ch there was only a small
end left. He also was worn out, but he was not sleepy; pa�nful
n�ghtmare thoughts were beat�ng l�ke hammers �n h�s skull. Only one
at last rema�ned, tortur�ng h�m and fat�gu�ng h�m w�th a quest�on to
wh�ch he could not reply: Why had he not struck Chaval when he
held h�m beneath the kn�fe? and why had th�s ch�ld just k�lled a
sold�er whose very name he d�d not know? It shook h�s revolut�onary
bel�efs, the courage to k�ll, the r�ght to k�ll. Was he, then, a coward?
In the hay the ch�ld had begun snor�ng, the snor�ng of a drunken
man, as �f he were sleep�ng off the �ntox�cat�on of h�s murder. Ét�enne
was d�sgusted and �rr�tated; �t hurt h�m to know that the boy was
there and to hear h�m. Suddenly he started, a breath of fear passed
over h�s face. A l�ght rustl�ng, a sob, seemed to h�m to have come
out of the depths of the earth. The �mage of the l�ttle sold�er, ly�ng
over there w�th h�s gun beneath the rocks, froze h�s back and made
h�s ha�r stand up. It was �d�ot�c, the whole m�ne seemed to be f�lled
w�th vo�ces; he had to l�ght the candle aga�n, and only grew calm on
see�ng the empt�ness of the galler�es by th�s pale l�ght.
For another quarter of an hour he reflected, st�ll absorbed �n the
same struggle, h�s eyes f�xed on the burn�ng w�ck. But there was a
splutter�ng, the w�ck was go�ng out, and everyth�ng fell back �nto



darkness. He shuddered aga�n; he could have boxed Jeanl�n's ears,
to keep h�m from snor�ng so loudly. The ne�ghbourhood of the ch�ld
became so unbearable that he escaped, tormented by the need for
fresh a�r, hasten�ng through the galler�es and up the passage, as
though he could hear a shadow, pant�ng, at h�s heels.
Up above, �n the m�dst of the ru�ns of Réqu�llart, Ét�enne was at last
able to breathe freely. S�nce he dared not k�ll, �t was for h�m to d�e;
and th�s �dea of death, wh�ch had already touched h�m, came aga�n
and f�xed �tself �n h�s head, as a last hope. To d�e bravely, to d�e for
the revolut�on, that would end everyth�ng, would settle h�s account,
good or bad, and prevent h�m from th�nk�ng more. If the men
attacked the Bora�ns, he would be �n the f�rst rank, and would have a
good chance of gett�ng a bad blow. It was w�th f�rmer step that he
returned to prowl around the Voreux. Two o'clock struck, and the
loud no�se of vo�ces was com�ng from the capta�ns' room, where the
guards who watched over the p�t were posted. The d�sappearance of
the sent�nel had overcome the guards w�th surpr�se; they had gone
to arouse the capta�n, and after a careful exam�nat�on of the place,
they concluded that �t must be a case of desert�on. H�d�ng �n the
shade, Ét�enne recollected th�s republ�can capta�n of whom the l�ttle
sold�er had spoken. Who knows �f he m�ght not be persuaded to
pass over to the people's s�de! The troop would ra�se the�r r�fles, and
that would be the s�gnal for a massacre of the bourgeo�s. A new
dream took possess�on of h�m; he thought no more of dy�ng, but
rema�ned for hours w�th h�s feet �n the mud, and a dr�zzle from the
thaw fall�ng on h�s shoulders, f�lled by the fever�sh hope that v�ctory
was st�ll poss�ble.
Up to f�ve o'clock he watched for the Bora�ns. Then he perce�ved that
the Company had cunn�ngly arranged that they should sleep at the
Voreux. The descent had begun, and the few str�kers from the Deux-
Cent-Quarante settlement who had been posted as scouts had not
yet warned the�r mates. It was he who told them of the tr�ck, and they
set out runn�ng, wh�le he wa�ted beh�nd the p�t-bank, on the tow�ng-
path. S�x o'clock struck, and the earthy sky was grow�ng pale and
l�ght�ng up w�th a redd�sh dawn, when the Abbé Ranv�er came along
a path, hold�ng up h�s cassock above h�s th�n legs. Every Monday he



went to say an early mass at a convent chapel on the other s�de of
the p�t.
"Good morn�ng, my fr�end," he shouted �n a loud vo�ce, after star�ng
at the young man w�th h�s flam�ng eyes.
But Ét�enne d�d not reply. Far away between the Voreux platforms he
had just seen a woman pass, and he rushed forward anx�ously, for
he thought he recogn�zed Cather�ne. S�nce m�dn�ght, Cather�ne had
been walk�ng about the thaw�ng roads. Chaval, on com�ng back and
f�nd�ng her �n bed, had knocked her out w�th a blow. He shouted to
her to go at once by the door �f she d�d not w�sh to go by the w�ndow;
and scarcely dressed, �n tears, and bru�sed by k�cks �n her legs, she
had been obl�ged to go down, pushed outs�de by a f�nal thrust. Th�s
sudden separat�on dazed her, and she sat down on a stone, look�ng
up at the house, st�ll expect�ng that he would call her back. It was not
poss�ble; he would surely look for her and tell her to come back
when he saw her thus sh�ver�ng and abandoned, w�th no one to take
her �n.
At the end of two hours she made up her m�nd, dy�ng of cold and as
mot�onless as a dog thrown �nto the street. She left Montsou, then
retraced her steps, but dared ne�ther to call from the pathway nor to
knock at the door. At last she went off by the ma�n road to the r�ght
w�th the �dea of go�ng to the settlement, to her parents' house. But
when she reached �t she was se�zed by such shame that she rushed
away along the gardens for fear of be�ng recogn�zed by someone, �n
sp�te of the heavy sleep wh�ch we�ghed on all eyes beh�nd the closed
shutters. And after that she wandered about, fr�ghtened at the
sl�ghtest no�se, trembl�ng lest she should be se�zed and led away as
a strumpet to that house at March�ennes, the threat of wh�ch had
haunted her l�ke n�ghtmare for months. Tw�ce she stumbled aga�nst
the Voreux, but terr�f�ed at the loud vo�ces of the guard, she ran away
out of breath, look�ng beh�nd her to see �f she was be�ng pursued.
The Réqu�llart lane was always full of drunken men; she went back
to �t, however, w�th the vague hope of meet�ng there h�m she had
repelled a few hours earl�er.



Chaval had to go down that morn�ng, and th�s thought brought
Cather�ne aga�n towards the p�t, though she felt that �t would be
useless to speak to h�m: all was over between them. There was no
work go�ng on at Jean-Bart, and he had sworn to k�ll her �f she
worked aga�n at the Voreux, where he feared that she would
comprom�se h�m. So what was to be done?—to go elsewhere, to d�e
of hunger, to y�eld beneath the blows of every man who m�ght pass?
She dragged herself along, totter�ng am�d the ruts, w�th ach�ng legs
and mud up to her sp�ne. The thaw had now f�lled the streets w�th a
flood of m�re. She waded through �t, st�ll walk�ng, not dar�ng to look
for a stone to s�t on.
Day appeared. Cather�ne had just recogn�zed the back of Chaval,
who was caut�ously go�ng round the p�t-bank, when she not�ced
Lyd�e and Bébert putt�ng the�r noses out of the�r h�d�ng-place
beneath the wood supply. They had passed the n�ght there �n
ambush, w�thout go�ng home, s�nce Jeanl�n's order was to awa�t h�m;
and wh�le th�s latter was sleep�ng off the drunkenness of h�s murder
at Réqu�llart, the two ch�ldren were ly�ng �n each other's arms to keep
warm. The w�nd blew between the planks of chestnut and oak, and
they rolled themselves up as �n some wood-cutter's abandoned hut.
Lyd�e d�d not dare to speak aloud the suffer�ngs of a small beaten
woman, any more than Bébert found courage to compla�n of the
capta�n's blows wh�ch made h�s cheeks swell; but the capta�n was
really abus�ng h�s power, r�sk�ng the�r bones �n mad maraud�ng
exped�t�ons wh�le refus�ng to share the booty. The�r hearts rose �n
revolt, and they had at last embraced each other �n sp�te of h�s
orders, careless of that box of the ears from the �nv�s�ble w�th wh�ch
he had threatened them. It never came, so they went on k�ss�ng
each other softly, w�th no �dea of anyth�ng else, putt�ng �nto that
caress the pass�on they had long struggled aga�nst—the whole of
the�r martyred and tender natures. All n�ght through they had thus
kept each other warm, so happy, at the bottom of th�s secret hole,
that they could not remember that they had ever been so happy
before—not even on St. Barbara's day, when they had eaten fr�tters
and drunk w�ne.



The sudden sound of a bugle made Cather�ne start. She ra�sed
herself, and saw the Voreux guards tak�ng up the�r arms. Ét�enne
arr�ved runn�ng; Bébert and Lyd�e jumped out of the�r h�d�ng-place
w�th a leap. And over there, beneath the grow�ng dayl�ght, a band of
men and women were com�ng from the settlement, gest�culat�ng
w�ldly w�th anger.

CHAPTER V

All the entrances to the Voreux had been closed, and the s�xty
sold�ers, w�th grounded arms, were barr�ng the only door left free,
that lead�ng to the rece�v�ng-room by a narrow sta�rcase �nto wh�ch
opened the capta�ns' room and the shed. The men had been drawn
up �n two l�nes aga�nst the br�ck wall, so that they could not be
attacked from beh�nd.
At f�rst the band of m�ners from the settlement kept at a d�stance.
They were some th�rty at most, and talked together �n a v�olent and
confused way.
Maheude, who had arr�ved f�rst w�th d�shevelled ha�r beneath a
handkerch�ef knotted on �n haste, and hav�ng Estelle asleep �n her
arms, repeated �n fever�sh tones:
"Don't let any one �n or any one out! Shut them all �n there!"
Maheu approved, and just then Father Mouque arr�ved from
Réqu�llart. They wanted to prevent h�m from pass�ng. But he
protested; he sa�d that h�s horses ate the�r hay all the same, and
cared prec�ous l�ttle about a revolut�on. Bes�des, there was a horse
dead, and they were wa�t�ng for h�m to draw �t up. Ét�enne freed the
old groom, and the sold�ers allowed h�m to go to the shaft. A quarter
of an hour later, as the band of str�kers, wh�ch had gradually
enlarged, was becom�ng threaten�ng, a large door opened on the
ground floor and some men appeared draw�ng out the dead beast, a
m�serable mass of flesh st�ll fastened �n the rope net; they left �t �n



the m�dst of the puddles of melt�ng snow. The surpr�se was so great
that no one prevented the men from return�ng and barr�cad�ng the
door afresh. They all recogn�zed the horse, w�th h�s head bent back
and st�ff aga�nst the plank. Wh�spers ran around:
"It's Trompette, �sn't �t? �t's Trompette."
It was, �n fact, Trompette. S�nce h�s descent he had never become
accl�mat�zed. He rema�ned melancholy, w�th no taste for h�s task, as
though tortured by regret for the l�ght. In va�n Bata�lle, the doyen of
the m�ne, would rub h�m w�th h�s r�bs �n h�s fr�endly way, softly b�t�ng
h�s neck to �mpart to h�m a l�ttle of the res�gnat�on ga�ned �n h�s ten
years beneath the earth. These caresses �ncreased h�s melancholy,
h�s sk�n qu�vered beneath the conf�dences of the comrade who had
grown old �n darkness; and both of them, whenever they met and
snorted together, seemed to be gr�ev�ng, the old one that he could no
longer remember, the young one that he could not forget. At the
stable they were ne�ghbours at the manger, and l�ved w�th lowered
heads, breath�ng �n each other's nostr�ls, exchang�ng a constant
dream of dayl�ght, v�s�ons of green grass, of wh�te roads, of �nf�n�te
yellow l�ght. Then, when Trompette, bathed �n sweat, lay �n agony �n
h�s l�tter, Bata�lle had smelled at h�m despa�r�ngly w�th short sn�ffs l�ke
sobs. He felt that he was grow�ng cold, the m�ne was tak�ng from h�m
h�s last joy, that fr�end fallen from above, fresh w�th good odours,
who recalled to h�m h�s youth �n the open a�r. And he had broken h�s
tether, ne�gh�ng w�th fear, when he perce�ved that the other no longer
st�rred.
Mouque had �ndeed warned the head capta�n a week ago. But much
they troubled about a s�ck horse at such t�me as th�s! These
gentlemen d�d not at all l�ke mov�ng the horses. Now, however, they
had to make up the�r m�nds to take h�m out. The even�ng before the
groom had spent an hour w�th two men ty�ng up Trompette. They
harnessed Bata�lle to br�ng h�m to the shaft. The old horse slowly
pulled, dragg�ng h�s dead comrade through so narrow a gallery that
he could only shake h�mself at the r�sk of tak�ng the sk�n off. And he
tossed h�s head, l�sten�ng to the graz�ng sound of the carcass as �t
went to the knacker's yard. At the p�t-eye, when he was
unharnessed, he followed w�th h�s melancholy eye the preparat�ons



for the ascent—the body pushed on to the cross-bars over the sump,
the net fastened beneath a cage. At last the porters rang meat; he
l�fted h�s neck to see �t go up, at f�rst softly, then at once lost �n the
darkness, flown up for ever to the top of that black hole. And he
rema�ned w�th neck stretched out, h�s vague beast's memory
perhaps recall�ng the th�ngs of the earth. But �t was all over; he would
never see h�s comrade aga�n, and he h�mself would thus be t�ed up
�n a p�t�ful bundle on the day when he would ascend up there. H�s
legs began to tremble, the fresh a�r wh�ch came from the d�stant
country choked h�m, and he seemed �ntox�cated when he went
heav�ly back to the stable.
At the surface the coll�ers stood gloom�ly before Trompette's carcass.
A woman sa�d �n a low vo�ce:
"Another man; that may go down �f �t l�kes!"
But a new flood arr�ved from the settlement, and Levaque, who was
at the head followed by h�s w�fe and Bouteloup, shouted:
"K�ll them, those Bora�ns! No blacklegs here! K�ll them! K�ll them!"
All rushed forward, and Ét�enne had to stop them. He went up to the
capta�n, a tall th�n young man of scarcely twenty-e�ght years, w�th a
despa�r�ng, resolute face. He expla�ned th�ngs to h�m; he tr�ed to w�n
h�m over, watch�ng the effect of h�s words. What was the good of
r�sk�ng a useless massacre? Was not just�ce on the s�de of the
m�ners? They were all brothers, and they ought to understand one
another. When he came to use the world "republ�c" the capta�n made
a nervous movement; but he preserved h�s m�l�tary st�ffness, and
sa�d suddenly:
"Keep off! Do not force me to do my duty."
Three t�mes over Ét�enne tr�ed aga�n. Beh�nd h�m h�s mates were
growl�ng. The report ran that M. Hennebeau was at the p�t, and they
talked of lett�ng h�m down by the neck, to see �f he would hew h�s
coal h�mself. But �t was a false report; only Négrel and Dansaert
were there. They both showed themselves for a moment at a w�ndow
of the rece�v�ng-room; the head capta�n stood �n the background,
rather out of countenance s�nce h�s adventure w�th P�erronne, wh�le



the eng�neer bravely looked round on the crowd w�th h�s br�ght l�ttle
eyes, sm�l�ng w�th that sneer�ng contempt �n wh�ch he enveloped
men and th�ngs generally. Hoot�ng arose, and they d�sappeared. And
�n the�r place only Souvar�ne's pale face was seen. He was just then
on duty; he had not left h�s eng�ne for a s�ngle day s�nce the str�ke
began, no longer talk�ng, more and more absorbed by a f�xed �dea,
wh�ch seemed to be sh�n�ng l�ke steel �n the depths of h�s pale eyes.
"Keep off!" repeated the capta�n loudly. "I w�sh to hear noth�ng. My
orders are to guard the p�t, and I shall guard �t. And do not press on
to my men, or I shall know how to dr�ve you back."
In sp�te of h�s f�rm vo�ce, he was grow�ng pale w�th �ncreas�ng
anx�ety, as the flood of m�ners cont�nued to swell. He would be
rel�eved at m�dday; but fear�ng that he would not be able to hold out
unt�l then, he had sent a trammer from the p�t to Montsou to ask for
re�nforcements.
Shouts had repl�ed to h�m:
"K�ll the blacklegs! K�ll the Bora�ns! We mean to be masters �n our
own place!"
Ét�enne drew back �n despa�r. The end had come; there was noth�ng
more except to f�ght and to d�e. And he ceased to hold back h�s
mates. The mob moved up to the l�ttle troop. There were nearly four
hundred of them, and the people from the ne�ghbour�ng settlements
were all runn�ng up. They all shouted the same cry. Maheu and
Levaque sa�d fur�ously to the sold�ers:
"Get off w�th you! We have noth�ng aga�nst you! Get off w�th you!"
"Th�s doesn't concern you," sa�d Maheude. "Let us attend to our own
affa�rs."
And from beh�nd, the Levaque woman added, more v�olently:
"Must we eat you to get through? Just clear out of the bloody place!"
Even Lyd�e's shr�ll vo�ce was heard. She had crammed herself �n
more closely, w�th Bébert, and was say�ng, �n a h�gh vo�ce:
"Oh, the pale-l�vered p�gs!"



Cather�ne, a few paces off, was gaz�ng and l�sten�ng, stupef�ed by
new scenes of v�olence, �nto the m�dst of wh�ch �ll luck seemed to be
always throw�ng her. Had she not suffered too much already? What
fault had she comm�tted, then, that m�sfortune would never g�ve her
any rest? The day before she had understood noth�ng of the fury of
the str�ke; she thought that when one has one's share of blows �t �s
useless to go and seek for more. And now her heart was swell�ng
w�th hatred; she remembered what Ét�enne had often told her when
they used to s�t up; she tr�ed to hear what he was now say�ng to the
sold�ers. He was treat�ng them as mates; he rem�nded them that they
also belonged to the people, and that they ought to be on the s�de of
the people aga�nst those who took advantage of the�r wretchedness.
But a tremor ran through the crowd, and an old woman rushed up. It
was Mother Brulé, terr�ble �n her leanness, w�th her neck and arms �n
the a�r, com�ng up at such a pace that the w�sps of her grey ha�r
bl�nded her.
"Ah! by God! here I am," she stammered, out of breath; "that tra�tor
P�erron, who shut me up �n the cellar!"
And w�thout wa�t�ng she fell on the sold�ers, her black mouth belch�ng
abuse.
"Pack of scoundrels! d�rty scum! ready to l�ck the�r masters' boots,
and only brave aga�nst poor people!"
Then the others jo�ned her, and there were volleys of �nsults. A few,
�ndeed, cr�ed: "Hurrah for the sold�ers! to the shaft w�th the off�cer!"
but soon there was only one clamour: "Down w�th the red breeches!"
These men, who had l�stened qu�etly, w�th mot�onless mute faces, to
the fraternal appeals and the fr�endly attempts to w�n them over,
preserved the same st�ff pass�v�ty beneath th�s ha�l of abuse. Beh�nd
them the capta�n had drawn h�s sword, and as the crowd pressed �n
on them more and more, threaten�ng to crush them aga�nst the wall,
he ordered them to present bayonets. They obeyed, and a double
row of steel po�nts was placed �n front of the str�kers' breasts.
"Ah! the bloody sw�ne!" yelled Mother Brulé, draw�ng back.



But already they were com�ng on aga�n, �n exc�ted contempt of
death. The women were throw�ng themselves forward, Maheude and
the Levaque shout�ng:
"K�ll us! K�ll us, then! We want our r�ghts!"
Levaque, at the r�sk of gett�ng cut, had se�zed three bayonets �n h�s
hands, shak�ng and pull�ng them �n the effort to snatch them away.
He tw�sted them �n the strength of h�s fury; wh�le Bouteloup, stand�ng
as�de, and annoyed at hav�ng followed h�s mate, qu�etly watched
h�m.
"Just come and look here," sa�d Maheu; "just look a b�t �f you are
good chaps!"
And he opened h�s jacket and drew as�de h�s sh�rt, show�ng h�s
naked breast, w�th h�s ha�ry sk�n tattooed by coal. He pressed on the
bayonets, compell�ng the sold�ers to draw back, terr�ble �n h�s
�nsolence and bravado. One of them had pr�cked h�m �n the chest,
and he became l�ke a madman, try�ng to make �t enter deeper and to
hear h�s r�bs crack.
"Cowards, you don't dare! There are ten thousand beh�nd us. Yes,
you can k�ll us; there are ten thousand more of us to k�ll yet."
The pos�t�on of the sold�ers was becom�ng cr�t�cal, for they had
rece�ved str�ct orders not to make use of the�r weapons unt�l the last
extrem�ty. And how were they to prevent these fur�ous people from
�mpal�ng themselves? Bes�des, the space was gett�ng less; they
were now pushed back aga�nst the wall, and �t was �mposs�ble to
draw further back. The�r l�ttle troop—a mere handful of men—
opposed to the r�s�ng flood of m�ners, st�ll held �ts own, however, and
calmly executed the br�ef orders g�ven by the capta�n. The latter, w�th
keen eyes and nervously compressed l�ps, only feared lest they
should be carr�ed away by th�s abuse. Already a young sergeant, a
tall lean fellow whose th�n moustache was br�stl�ng up, was bl�nk�ng
h�s eyes �n a d�squ�et�ng manner. Near h�m an old sold�er, w�th
tanned sk�n and str�pes won �n twenty campa�gns, had grown pale
when he saw h�s bayonet tw�sted l�ke a straw. Another, doubtless a
recru�t st�ll smell�ng the f�elds, became very red every t�me he heard



h�mself called "scum" and "r�ff-raff." And the v�olence d�d not cease,
the outstretched f�sts, the abom�nable words, the shovelfuls of
accusat�ons and threats wh�ch buffeted the�r faces. It requ�red all the
force of order to keep them thus, w�th mute faces, �n the proud,
gloomy s�lence of m�l�tary d�sc�pl�ne.
A coll�s�on seemed �nev�table, when Capta�n R�chomme appeared
from beh�nd the troop w�th h�s benevolent wh�te head, overwhelmed
by emot�on. He spoke out loudly:
"By God! th�s �s �d�ot�c! such tomfoolery can't go on!"
And he threw h�mself between the bayonets and the m�ners.
"Mates, l�sten to me. You know that I am an old workman, and that I
have always been one of you. Well, by God! I prom�se you, that �f
they're not just w�th you, I'm the man to go and say to the bosses
how th�ngs l�e. But th�s �s too much, �t does no good at all to howl bad
names at these good fellows, and try and get your bell�es r�pped up."
They l�stened, hes�tat�ng. But up above, unfortunately, l�ttle Négrel's
short prof�le reappeared. He feared, no doubt, that he would be
accused of send�ng a capta�n �n place of ventur�ng out h�mself; and
he tr�ed to speak. But h�s vo�ce was lost �n the m�dst of so fr�ghtful a
tumult that he had to leave the w�ndow aga�n, s�mply shrugg�ng h�s
shoulders. R�chomme then found �t va�n to entreat them �n h�s own
name, and to repeat that the th�ng must be arranged between mates;
they repelled h�m, suspect�ng h�m. But he was obst�nate and
rema�ned amongst them.
"By God! let them break my head as well as yours, for I don't leave
you wh�le you are so fool�sh!"
Ét�enne, whom he begged to help h�m �n mak�ng them hear reason,
made a gesture of powerlessness. It was too late, there were now
more than f�ve hundred of them. And bes�des the madmen who were
rush�ng up to chase away the Bora�ns, some came out of
�nqu�s�t�veness, or to joke and amuse themselves over the battle. In
the m�dst of one group, at some d�stance, Zachar�e and Ph�loméne
were look�ng on as at a theatre so peacefully that they had brought
the�r two ch�ldren, Ach�lle and Dés�rée. Another stream was arr�v�ng



from Réqu�llart, �nclud�ng Mouquet and Mouquette. The former at
once went on, gr�nn�ng, to slap h�s fr�end Zachar�e on the back; wh�le
Mouquette, �n a very exc�ted cond�t�on, rushed to the f�rst rank of the
ev�l-d�sposed.
Every m�nute, however, the capta�n looked down the Montsou road.
The des�red re�nforcements had not arr�ved, and h�s s�xty men could
hold out no longer. At last �t occurred to h�m to str�ke the �mag�nat�on
of the crowd, and he ordered h�s men to load. The sold�ers executed
the order, but the d�sturbance �ncreased, the bluster�ng, and the
mockery.
"Ah! these shammers, they're go�ng off to the target!" jeered the
women, the Brulé, the Levaque, and the others.
Maheude, w�th her breast covered by the l�ttle body of Estelle, who
was awake and cry�ng, came so near that the sergeant asked her
what she was go�ng to do w�th that poor l�ttle brat.
"What the dev�l's that to do w�th you?" she repl�ed. "F�re at �t �f you
dare!"
The men shook the�r heads w�th contempt. None bel�eved that they
would f�re on them.
"There are no balls �n the�r cartr�dges," sa�d Levaque.
"Are we Cossacks?" cr�ed Maheu. "You don't f�re aga�nst
Frenchmen, by God!"
Others sa�d that when people had been through the Cr�mean
campa�gn they were not afra�d of lead. And all cont�nued to thrust
themselves on to the r�fles. If f�r�ng had begun at th�s moment the
crowd would have been mown down.
In the front rank Mouquette was chok�ng w�th fury, th�nk�ng that the
sold�ers were go�ng to gash the women's sk�ns. She had spat out all
her coarse words at them, and could f�nd no vulgar�ty low enough,
when suddenly, hav�ng noth�ng left but that mortal offence w�th wh�ch
to bombard the faces of the troop, she exh�b�ted her backs�de. W�th
both hands she ra�sed her sk�rts, bent her back, and expanded the
enormous rotund�ty.



"Here, that's for you! and �t's a lot too clean, you d�rty blackguards!"
She ducked and butted so that each m�ght have h�s share, repeat�ng
after each thrust:
"There's for the off�cer! there's for the sergeant! there's for the
sold�ers!"
A tempest of laughter arose; Bébert and Lyd�e were �n convuls�ons;
Ét�enne h�mself, �n sp�te of h�s sombre expectat�on, applauded th�s
�nsult�ng nud�ty. All of them, the banterers as well as the �nfur�ated,
were now hoot�ng the sold�ers as though they had seen them sta�ned
by a splash of f�lth; Cather�ne only, stand�ng as�de on some old
t�mber, rema�ned s�lent w�th the blood at her heart, slowly carr�ed
away by the hatred that was r�s�ng w�th�n her.
But a hustl�ng took place. To calm the exc�tement of h�s men, the
capta�n dec�ded to make pr�soners. W�th a leap Mouquette escaped,
sav�ng herself between the legs of her comrades. Three m�ners,
Levaque and two others, were se�zed among the more v�olent, and
kept �n s�ght at the other end of the capta�ns' room. Négrel and
Dansaert, above, were shout�ng to the capta�n to come �n and take
refuge w�th them. He refused; he felt that these bu�ld�ngs w�th the�r
doors w�thout locks would be carr�ed by assault, and that he would
undergo the shame of be�ng d�sarmed. H�s l�ttle troop was already
growl�ng w�th �mpat�ence; �t was �mposs�ble to flee before these
wretches �n sabots. The s�xty, w�th the�r backs to the wall and the�r
r�fles loaded, aga�n faced the mob.
At f�rst there was a reco�l, followed by deep s�lence; the str�kers were
aston�shed at th�s energet�c stroke. Then a cry arose call�ng for the
pr�soners, demand�ng the�r �mmed�ate release. Some vo�ces sa�d
that they were be�ng murdered �n there. And w�thout any attempt at
concerted act�on, carr�ed away by the same �mpulse, by the same
des�re for revenge, they all ran to the p�les of br�cks wh�ch stood
near, those br�cks for wh�ch the marly so�l suppl�ed the clay, and
wh�ch were baked on the spot. The ch�ldren brought them one by
one, and the women f�lled the�r sk�rts w�th them. Every one soon had
her ammun�t�on at her feet, and the battle of stones began.



It was Mother Brulé who set to f�rst. She broke the br�cks on the
sharp edge of her knee, and w�th both hands she d�scharged the two
fragments. The Levaque woman was almost putt�ng her shoulders
out, be�ng so large and soft that she had to come near to get her
a�m, �n sp�te of Bouteloup's entreat�es, and he dragged her back �n
the hope of be�ng able to lead her away now that her husband had
been taken off. They all grew exc�ted, and Mouquette, t�red of
mak�ng herself bleed by break�ng the br�cks on her overfat th�ghs,
preferred to throw them whole. Even the youngsters came �nto l�ne,
and Bébert showed Lyd�e how the br�ck ought to be sent from under
the elbow. It was a shower of enormous ha�lstones, produc�ng low
thuds. And suddenly, �n the m�dst of these fur�es, Cather�ne was
observed w�th her f�sts �n the a�r also brand�sh�ng half-br�cks and
throw�ng them w�th all the force of her l�ttle arms. She could not have
sa�d why, she was suffocat�ng, she was dy�ng of the des�re to k�ll
everybody. Would �t not soon be done w�th, th�s cursed l�fe of
m�sfortune? She had had enough of �t, beaten and dr�ven away by
her man, wander�ng about l�ke a lost dog �n the mud of the roads,
w�thout be�ng able to ask a crust from her father, who was starv�ng
l�ke herself. Th�ngs never seemed to get better; they were gett�ng
worse ever s�nce she could remember. And she broke the br�cks and
threw them before her w�th the one �dea of sweep�ng everyth�ng
away, her eyes so bl�nded that she could not even see whose jaws
she m�ght be crush�ng.
Ét�enne, who had rema�ned �n front of the sold�ers, nearly had h�s
skull broken. H�s ear was grazed, and turn�ng round he started when
he real�zed that the br�ck had come from Cather�ne's fever�sh hands;
but at the r�sk of be�ng k�lled he rema�ned where he was, gaz�ng at
her. Many others also forgot themselves there, absorbed �n the
battle, w�th empty hands. Mouquet cr�t�c�zed the blows as though he
were look�ng on at a game of bouchon. Oh, that was well struck! and
that other, no luck! He joked, and w�th h�s elbow pushed Zachar�e,
who was squabbl�ng w�th Ph�loméne because he had boxed Ach�lle's
and Dés�rée's ears, refus�ng to put them on h�s back so that they
could see. There were spectators crowded all along the road. And at
the top of the slope near the entrance to the settlement, old



Bonnemort appeared, rest�ng on h�s st�ck, mot�onless aga�nst the
rust-coloured sky.
As soon as the f�rst br�cks were thrown, Capta�n R�chomme had
aga�n placed h�mself between the sold�ers and the m�ners. He was
entreat�ng the one party, exhort�ng the other party, careless of
danger, �n such despa�r that large tears were flow�ng from h�s eyes. It
was �mposs�ble to hear h�s words �n the m�dst of the tumult; only h�s
large grey moustache could be seen mov�ng.
But the ha�l of br�cks came faster; the men were jo�n�ng �n, follow�ng
the example of the women.
Then Maheude not�ced that Maheu was stand�ng beh�nd w�th empty
hands and sombre a�r.
"What's up w�th you?" she shouted. "Are you a coward? Are you
go�ng to let your mates be carr�ed off to pr�son? Ah! �f only I hadn't
got th�s ch�ld, you should see!"
Estelle, who was cl�ng�ng to her neck, scream�ng, prevented her from
jo�n�ng Mother Brulé and the others. And as her man d�d not seem to
hear, she k�cked some br�cks aga�nst h�s legs.
"By God! w�ll you take that? Must I sp�t �n your face before people to
get your sp�r�ts up?"
Becom�ng very red, he broke some br�cks and threw them. She
lashed h�m on, daz�ng h�m, shout�ng beh�nd h�m cr�es of death,
st�fl�ng her daughter aga�nst her breast w�th the spasm of her arms;
and he st�ll moved forward unt�l he was oppos�te the guns.
Beneath th�s shower of stones the l�ttle troop was d�sappear�ng.
Fortunately they struck too h�gh, and the wall was r�ddled. What was
to be done? The �dea of go�ng �n, of turn�ng the�r backs for a moment
turned the capta�n's pale face purple; but �t was no longer poss�ble,
they would be torn to p�eces at the least movement. A br�ck had just
broken the peak of h�s cap, drops of blood were runn�ng down h�s
forehead. Several of h�s men were wounded; and he felt that they
were los�ng self-control �n that unbr�dled �nst�nct of self-defence when
obed�ence to leaders ceases. The sergeant had uttered a "By God!"
for h�s left shoulder had nearly been put out, and h�s flesh bru�sed by



a shock l�ke the blow of a washerwoman's beetle aga�nst l�nen.
Grazed tw�ce over, the recru�t had h�s thumb smashed, wh�le h�s r�ght
knee was grazed. Were they to let themselves be worr�ed much
longer? A stone hav�ng bounded back and struck the old sold�er w�th
the str�pes beneath the belly, h�s cheeks turned green, and h�s
weapon trembled as he stretched �t out at the end of h�s lean arms.
Three t�mes the capta�n was on the po�nt of order�ng them to f�re. He
was choked by angu�sh; an endless struggle for several seconds set
at odds �n h�s m�nd all �deas and dut�es, all h�s bel�efs as a man and
as a sold�er. The ra�n of br�cks �ncreased, and he opened h�s mouth
and was about to shout "F�re!" when the guns went off of themselves
three shots at f�rst, then f�ve, then the roll of a volley, then one by
�tself, some t�me afterwards, �n the deep s�lence.
There was stupefact�on on all s�des. They had f�red, and the gap�ng
crowd stood mot�onless, as yet unable to bel�eve �t. But heart-
rend�ng cr�es arose wh�le the bugle was sound�ng to cease f�r�ng.
And here was a mad pan�c, the rush of cattle f�lled w�th grapeshot, a
w�ld fl�ght through the mud. Bébert and Lyd�e had fallen one on top of
the other at the f�rst three shots, the l�ttle g�rl struck �n the face, the
boy wounded beneath the left shoulder. She was crushed, and never
st�rred aga�n. But he moved, se�zed her w�th both arms �n the
convuls�on of h�s agony, as �f he wanted to take her aga�n, as he had
taken her at the bottom of the black h�d�ng-place where they had
spent the past n�ght. And Jeanl�n, who just then ran up from
Réqu�llart st�ll half asleep, k�ck�ng about �n the m�dst of the smoke,
saw h�m embrace h�s l�ttle w�fe and d�e.
The f�ve other shots had brought down Mother Brulé and Capta�n
R�chomme. Struck �n the back as he was entreat�ng h�s mates, he
had fallen on to h�s knees, and sl�pp�ng on to one h�p he was
groan�ng on the ground w�th eyes st�ll full of tears. The old woman,
whose breast had been opened, had fallen back st�ff and crackl�ng,
l�ke a bundle of dry faggots, stammer�ng one last oath �n the gurgl�ng
of blood.
But then the volley swept the f�eld, mow�ng down the �nqu�s�t�ve
groups who were laugh�ng at the battle a hundred paces off. A ball
entered Mouquet's mouth and threw h�m down w�th fractured skull at



the feet of Zachar�e and Ph�loméne, whose two youngsters were
splashed w�th red drops. At the same moment Mouquette rece�ved
two balls �n the belly. She had seen the sold�ers take a�m, and �n an
�nst�nct�ve movement of her good nature she had thrown herself �n
front of Cather�ne, shout�ng out to her to take care; she uttered a
loud cry and fell on to her back overturned by the shock. Ét�enne ran
up, w�sh�ng to ra�se her and take her away; but w�th a gesture she
sa�d �t was all over. Then she groaned, but w�thout ceas�ng to sm�le
at both of them, as though she were glad to see them together now
that she was go�ng away.
All seemed to be over, and the hurr�cane of balls was lost �n the
d�stance as far as the frontages of the settlement, when the last shot,
�solated and delayed, was f�red. Maheu, struck �n the heart, turned
round and fell w�th h�s face down �nto a puddle black w�th coal.
Maheude leant down �n stupefact�on.
"Eh! old man, get up. It's noth�ng, �s �t?"
Her hands were engaged w�th Estelle, whom she had to put under
one arm �n order to turn her man's head.
"Say someth�ng! where are you hurt?"
H�s eyes were vacant, and h�s mouth was slavered w�th bloody foam.
She understood: he was dead. Then she rema�ned seated �n the
mud w�th her daughter under her arm l�ke a bundle, gaz�ng at her old
man w�th a besotted a�r.
The p�t was free. W�th a nervous movement the capta�n had taken off
and then put on h�s cap, struck by a stone; he preserved h�s pall�d
st�ffness �n face of the d�saster of h�s l�fe, wh�le h�s men w�th mute
faces were reload�ng. The fr�ghtened faces of Négrel and Dansaert
could be seen at the w�ndow of the rece�v�ng-room. Souvar�ne was
beh�nd them w�th a deep wr�nkle on h�s forehead, as though the na�l
of h�s f�xed �dea had pr�nted �tself there threaten�ngly. On the other
s�de of the hor�zon, at the edge of the pla�n, Bonnemort had not
moved, supported by one hand on h�s st�ck, the other hand up to h�s
brows to see better the murder of h�s people below. The wounded
were howl�ng, the dead were grow�ng cold, �n tw�sted postures,



muddy w�th the l�qu�d mud of the thaw, here and there form�ng
puddles among the �nky patches of coal wh�ch reappeared beneath
the tattered snow. And �n the m�dst of these human corpses, all
small, poor and lean �n the�r wretchedness, lay Trompette's carcass,
a monstrous and p�t�ful mass of dead flesh.
Ét�enne had not been k�lled. He was st�ll wa�t�ng bes�de Cather�ne,
who had fallen from fat�gue and angu�sh, when a sonorous vo�ce
made h�m start. It was Abbé Ranv�er, who was com�ng back after
say�ng mass, and who, w�th both arms �n the a�r, w�th the �nsp�red
fury of a prophet, was call�ng the wrath of God down on the
murderers. He foretold the era of just�ce, the approach�ng
exterm�nat�on of the m�ddle class by f�re from heaven, s�nce �t was
br�ng�ng �ts cr�mes to a cl�max by massacr�ng the workers and the
d�s�nher�ted of the world.

PART SEVEN

CHAPTER I

The shots f�red at Montsou had reached as far as Par�s w�th a
form�dable echo. For four days all the oppos�t�on journals had been
�nd�gnant, d�splay�ng atroc�ous narrat�ves on the�r front pages:
twenty-f�ve wounded, fourteen dead, �nclud�ng three women and two
ch�ldren. And there were pr�soners taken as well; Levaque had
become a sort of hero, and was cred�ted w�th a reply of ant�que
subl�m�ty to the exam�n�ng mag�strate. The emp�re, h�t �n m�d career
by these few balls, affected the calm of omn�potence, w�thout �tself
real�z�ng the grav�ty of �ts wound. It was s�mply an unfortunate
coll�s�on, someth�ng lost over there �n the black country, very far from
the Par�s�an boulevards wh�ch formed publ�c op�n�on; �t would soon
be forgotten. The Company had rece�ved off�c�al �nt�mat�on to hush



up the affa�r, and to put an end to a str�ke wh�ch from �ts �rr�tat�ng
durat�on was becom�ng a soc�al danger.
So on Wednesday morn�ng three of the d�rectors appeared at
Montsou. The l�ttle town, s�ck at heart, wh�ch had not dared h�therto
to rejo�ce over the massacre, now breathed aga�n, and tasted the joy
of be�ng saved. The weather, too, had become f�ne; there was a
br�ght sun—one of those f�rst February days wh�ch, w�th the�r mo�st
warmth, t�p the l�lac shoots w�th green. All the shutters had been
flung back at the adm�n�strat�on bu�ld�ng, the vast structure seemed
al�ve aga�n. And cheer�ng rumours were c�rculat�ng; �t was sa�d that
the d�rectors, deeply affected by the catastrophe, had rushed down
to open the�r paternal arms to the wanderers from the settlements.
Now that the blow had fallen—a more v�gorous one doubtless than
they had w�shed for—they were prod�gal �n the�r task of rel�ef, and
decreed measures that were excellent though tardy. F�rst of all they
sent away the Bora�ns, and made much of th�s extreme concess�on
to the�r workmen. Then they put an end to the m�l�tary occupat�on of
the p�ts, wh�ch were no longer threatened by the crushed str�kers.
They also obta�ned s�lence regard�ng the sent�nel who had
d�sappeared from the Voreux; the d�str�ct had been searched w�thout
f�nd�ng e�ther the gun or the corpse, and although there was a
susp�c�on of cr�me, �t was dec�ded to cons�der the sold�er a deserter.
In every way they thus tr�ed to attenuate matters, trembl�ng w�th fear
for the morrow, judg�ng �t dangerous to acknowledge the �rres�st�ble
savagery of a crowd set free am�d the fall�ng structure of the old
world. And bes�des, th�s work of conc�l�at�on d�d not prevent them
from br�ng�ng purely adm�n�strat�ve affa�rs to a sat�sfactory
conclus�on; for Deneul�n had been seen to return to the
adm�n�strat�on bu�ld�ngs, where he met M. Hennebeau. The
negot�at�ons for the purchase of Vandame cont�nued, and �t was
cons�dered certa�n that Deneul�n would accept the Company's offers.
But what part�cularly st�rred the country were the great yellow
posters wh�ch the d�rectors had stuck up �n profus�on on the walls.
On them were to be read these few l�nes, �n very large letters:
"Workers of Montsou! We do not w�sh that the errors of wh�ch you
have lately seen the sad effects should depr�ve sens�ble and w�ll�ng



workmen of the�r l�vel�hood. We shall therefore reopen all the p�ts on
Monday morn�ng, and when work �s resumed we shall exam�ne w�th
care and cons�derat�on those cases �n wh�ch there may be room for
�mprovement. We shall, �n fact, do all that �s just or poss�ble to do." In
one morn�ng the ten thousand coll�ers passed before these placards.
Not one of them spoke, many shook the�r heads, others went away
w�th tra�l�ng steps, w�thout chang�ng one l�ne �n the�r mot�onless
faces.
Up t�ll now the settlement of the Deux-Cent-Quarante had pers�sted
�n �ts f�erce res�stance. It seemed that the blood of the�r mates, wh�ch
had reddened the mud of the p�t, was barr�cad�ng the road aga�nst
the others. Scarcely a dozen had gone down, merely P�erron and
some sneaks of h�s sort, whose departure and arr�val were gloom�ly
watched w�thout a gesture or a threat. Therefore a deep susp�c�on
greeted the placard stuck on to the church. Noth�ng was sa�d about
the returned cert�f�cates �n that. Would the Company refuse to take
them on aga�n? and the fear of retal�at�ons, the fraternal �dea of
protest�ng aga�nst the d�sm�ssal of the more comprom�sed men,
made them all obst�nate st�ll. It was dub�ous; they would see. They
would return to the p�t when these gentlemen were good enough to
put th�ngs pla�nly. S�lence crushed the low houses. Hunger �tself
seemed noth�ng; all m�ght d�e now that v�olent death had passed
over the�r roofs.
But one house, that of the Maheus, rema�ned espec�ally black and
mute �n �ts overwhelm�ng gr�ef. S�nce she had followed her man to
the cemetery, Maheude kept her teeth clenched. After the battle, she
had allowed Ét�enne to br�ng back Cather�ne muddy and half dead;
and as she was undress�ng her, before the young man, �n order to
put her to bed, she thought for a moment that her daughter also had
rece�ved a ball �n the belly, for the chem�se was marked w�th large
patches of blood. But she soon understood that �t was the flood of
puberty, wh�ch was at last break�ng out �n the shock of th�s
abom�nable day. Ah! another p�ece of luck, that wound! A f�ne
present, to be able to make ch�ldren for the gendarmes to k�ll; and
she never spoke to Cather�ne, nor d�d she, �ndeed, talk to Ét�enne.
The latter slept w�th Jeanl�n, at the r�sk of be�ng arrested, se�zed by



such horror at the �dea of go�ng back to the darkness of Réqu�llart
that he would have preferred a pr�son. A shudder shook h�m, the
horror of the n�ght after all those deaths, an unacknowledged fear of
the l�ttle sold�er who slept down there underneath the rocks. Bes�des,
he dreamed of a pr�son as of a refuge �n the m�dst of the torment of
h�s defeat; but they d�d not trouble h�m, and he dragged on h�s
wretched hours, not know�ng how to weary out h�s body. Only at
t�mes Maheude looked at both of them, at h�m and her daughter, w�th
a sp�teful a�r, as though she were ask�ng them what they were do�ng
�n her house.
Once more they were all snor�ng �n a heap. Father Bonnemort
occup�ed the former bed of the two youngsters, who slept w�th
Cather�ne now that poor Alz�re no longer dug her hump �nto her b�g
s�ster's r�bs. It was when go�ng to bed that the mother felt the
empt�ness of the house by the coldness of her bed, wh�ch was now
too large. In va�n she took Estelle to f�ll the vacancy; that d�d not
replace her man, and she wept qu�etly for hours. Then the days
began to pass by as before, always w�thout bread, but w�thout the
luck to d�e outr�ght; th�ngs p�cked up here and there rendered to the
wretches the poor serv�ce of keep�ng them al�ve. Noth�ng had
changed �n the�r ex�stence, only her man was gone.
On the afternoon of the f�fth day, Ét�enne, made m�serable by the
s�ght of th�s s�lent woman, left the room, and walked slowly along the
paved street of the settlement. The �nact�on wh�ch we�ghed on h�m
�mpelled h�m to take constant walks, w�th arms sw�ng�ng �dly and
lowered head, always tortured by the same thought. He tramped
thus for half an hour, when he felt, by an �ncrease �n h�s d�scomfort,
that h�s mates were com�ng to the�r doors to look at h�m. H�s l�ttle
rema�n�ng popular�ty had been dr�ven to the w�nds by that fus�llade,
and he never passed now w�thout meet�ng f�ery looks wh�ch pursued
h�m. When he ra�sed h�s head there were threaten�ng men there,
women draw�ng as�de the curta�ns from the�r w�ndows; and beneath
th�s st�ll s�lent accusat�on and the restra�ned anger of these eyes,
enlarged by hunger and tears, he became awkward and could
scarcely walk stra�ght. These dumb reproaches seemed to be
always �ncreas�ng beh�nd h�m. He became so terr�f�ed, lest he should



hear the ent�re settlement come out to shout �ts wretchedness at
h�m, that he returned shudder�ng. But at the Maheus' the scene
wh�ch met h�m st�ll further ag�tated h�m. Old Bonnemort was near the
cold f�replace, na�led to h�s cha�r ever s�nce two ne�ghbours, on the
day of the slaughter, had found h�m on the ground, w�th h�s st�ck
broken, struck down l�ke an old thunder-str�cken tree. And wh�le
Lénore and Henr�, to begu�le the�r hunger, were scrap�ng, w�th
deafen�ng no�se, an old saucepan �n wh�ch cabbages had been
bo�led the day before, Maheude, after hav�ng placed Estelle on the
table, was stand�ng up threaten�ng Cather�ne w�th her f�st.
"Say that aga�n, by God! Just dare to say that aga�n!"
Cather�ne had declared her �ntent�on to go back to the Voreux. The
�dea of not ga�n�ng her bread, of be�ng thus tolerated �n her mother's
house, l�ke a useless an�mal that �s �n the way, was becom�ng every
day more unbearable; and �f �t had not been for the fear of Chaval
she would have gone down on Tuesday.
She sa�d aga�n, stammer�ng:
"What would you have? We can't go on do�ng noth�ng. We should
get bread, anyhow."
Maheude �nterrupted her.
"L�sten to me: the f�rst one of you who goes to work, I'll do for you.
No, that would be too much, to k�ll the father and go on tak�ng �t out
of the ch�ldren! I've had enough of �t; I'd rather see you all put �n your
coff�ns, l�ke h�m that's gone already."
And her long s�lence broke out �nto a fur�ous flood of words. A f�ne
sum Cather�ne would br�ng her! hardly th�rty sous, to wh�ch they
m�ght add twenty sous �f the bosses were good enough to f�nd work
for that br�gand Jeanl�n. F�fty sous, and seven mouths to feed! The
brats were only good to swallow soup. As to the grandfather, he
must have broken someth�ng �n h�s bra�n when he fell, for he seemed
�mbec�le; unless �t had turned h�s blood to see the sold�ers f�r�ng at
h�s mates.
"That's �t, old man, �sn't �t? They've qu�te done for you. It's no good
hav�ng your hands st�ll strong; you're done for."



Bonnemort looked at her w�th h�s d�m eyes w�thout understand�ng.
He rema�ned for hours w�th f�xed gaze, hav�ng no �ntell�gence now
except to sp�t �nto a plate f�lled w�th ashes, wh�ch was put bes�de h�m
for cleanl�ness.
"And they've not settled h�s pens�on, e�ther," she went on. "And I'm
sure they won't g�ve �t, because of our �deas. No! I tell you that we've
had too much to do w�th those people who br�ng �ll luck."
"But," Cather�ne ventured to say, "they prom�se on the placard—"
"Just let me alone w�th your damned placard! More b�rdl�me for
catch�ng us and eat�ng us. They can be m�ghty k�nd now that they
have r�pped us open."
"But where shall we go, mother? They won't keep us at the
settlement, sure enough."
Maheude made a vague, terr�f�ed gesture. Where should they go to?
She d�d not know at all; she avo�ded th�nk�ng, �t made her mad. They
would go elsewhere—somewhere. And as the no�se of the saucepan
was becom�ng unbearable, she turned round on Lénore and Henr�
and boxed the�r ears. The fall of Estelle, who had been crawl�ng on
all fours, �ncreased the d�sturbance. The mother qu�eted her w�th a
push—a good th�ng �f �t had k�lled her! She spoke of Alz�re; she
w�shed the others m�ght have that ch�ld's luck. Then suddenly she
burst out �nto loud sobs, w�th her head aga�nst the wall.
Ét�enne, who was stand�ng by, d�d not dare to �nterfere. He no longer
counted for anyth�ng �n the house, and even the ch�ldren drew back
from h�m susp�c�ously. But the unfortunate woman's tears went to h�s
heart, and he murmured:
"Come, come! courage! we must try to get out of �t."
She d�d not seem to hear h�m, and was bemoan�ng herself now �n a
low cont�nuous compla�nt.
"Ah! the wretchedness! �s �t poss�ble? Th�ngs d�d go on before these
horrors. We ate our bread dry, but we were all together; and what
has happened, good God! What have we done, then, that we should
have such troubles—some under the earth, and the others w�th



noth�ng left but to long to get there too? It's true enough that they
harnessed us l�ke horses to work, and �t's not at all a just shar�ng of
th�ngs to be always gett�ng the st�ck and mak�ng r�ch people's
fortunes b�gger w�thout hope of ever tast�ng the good th�ngs. There's
no pleasure �n l�fe when hope goes. Yes, that couldn't have gone on
longer; we had to breathe a b�t. If we had only known! Is �t poss�ble
to make oneself so wretched through want�ng just�ce?"
S�ghs swelled her breast, and her vo�ce choked w�th �mmense
sadness.
"Then there are always some clever people there who prom�se you
that everyth�ng can be arranged by just tak�ng a l�ttle trouble. Then
one loses one's head, and one suffers so much from th�ngs as they
are that one asks for th�ngs that can't be. Now, I was dream�ng l�ke a
fool; I seemed to see a l�fe of good fr�endsh�p w�th everybody; I went
off �nto the a�r, my fa�th! �nto the clouds. And then one breaks one's
back when one tumbles down �nto the mud aga�n. It's not true;
there's noth�ng over there of the th�ngs that people tell of. What there
�s, �s only wretchedness, ah! wretchedness, as much as you l�ke of �t,
and bullets �nto the barga�n."
Ét�enne l�stened to th�s lamentat�on, and every tear struck h�m w�th
remorse. He knew not what to say to calm Maheude, broken by her
terr�ble fall from the he�ghts of the �deal. She had come back to the
m�ddle of the room, and was now look�ng at h�m; she addressed h�m
w�th contemptuous fam�l�ar�ty �n a last cry of rage:
"And you, do you talk of go�ng back to the p�t, too, after dr�v�ng us out
of the bloody place! I've noth�ng to reproach you w�th; but �f I were �n
your shoes I should be dead of gr�ef by now after caus�ng such harm
to the mates."
He was about to reply, but then shrugged h�s shoulders �n despa�r.
What was the good of expla�n�ng, for she would not understand �n
her gr�ef? And he went away, for he was suffer�ng too much, and
resumed h�s w�ld walk outs�de.
There aga�n he found the settlement apparently wa�t�ng for h�m, the
men at the doors, the women at the w�ndows. As soon as he



appeared growls were heard, and the crowd �ncreased. The breath
of goss�p, wh�ch had been swell�ng for four days, was break�ng out �n
a un�versal maled�ct�on. F�sts were stretched towards h�m, mothers
sp�tefully po�nted h�m out to the�r boys, old men spat as they looked
at h�m. It was the change wh�ch follows on the morrow of defeat, the
fatal reverse of popular�ty, an execrat�on exasperated by all the
suffer�ng endured w�thout result. He had to pay for fam�ne and death.
Zachar�e, who came up w�th Ph�loméne, hustled Ét�enne as he went
out, gr�nn�ng mal�c�ously.
"Well, he gets fat. It's f�ll�ng, then, to l�ve on other people's deaths?"
The Levaque woman had already come to her door w�th Bouteloup.
She spoke of Bébert, her youngster, k�lled by a bullet, and cr�ed:
"Yes, there are cowards who get ch�ldren murdered! Let h�m go and
look for m�ne �n the earth �f he wants to g�ve �t me back!"
She was forgett�ng her man �n pr�son, for the household was go�ng
on s�nce Bouteloup rema�ned; but she thought of h�m, however, and
went on �n a shr�ll vo�ce:
"Get along! rascals may walk about wh�le good people are put
away!"
In avo�d�ng her, Ét�enne tumbled on to P�erronne, who was runn�ng
up across the gardens. She had regarded her mother's death as a
del�verance, for the old woman's v�olence threatened to get them
hanged; nor d�d she weep over P�erron's l�ttle g�rl, that street-walker
Lyd�e—a good r�ddance. But she jo�ned �n w�th her ne�ghbours w�th
the �dea of gett�ng reconc�led w�th them.
"And my mother, eh, and the l�ttle g�rl? You were seen; you were
h�d�ng yourself beh�nd them when they caught the lead �nstead of
you!"
What was to be done? Strangle P�erronne and the others, and f�ght
the whole settlement? Ét�enne wanted to do so for a moment. The
blood was throbb�ng �n h�s head, he now looked upon h�s mates as
brutes, he was �rr�tated to see them so un�ntell�gent and barbarous
that they wanted to revenge themselves on h�m for the log�c of facts.



How stup�d �t all was! and he felt d�sgust at h�s powerlessness to
tame them aga�n; and sat�sf�ed h�mself w�th hasten�ng h�s steps as
though he were deaf to abuse. Soon �t became a fl�ght; every house
hooted h�m as he passed, they hastened on h�s heels, �t was a whole
nat�on curs�ng h�m w�th a vo�ce that was becom�ng l�ke thunder �n �ts
overwhelm�ng hatred. It was he, the explo�ter, the murderer, who was
the sole cause of the�r m�sfortune. He rushed out of the settlement,
pale and terr�f�ed, w�th th�s yell�ng crowd beh�nd h�s back. When he
at last reached the ma�n road most of them left h�m; but a few
pers�sted, unt�l at the bottom of the slope before the Avantage he
met another group com�ng from the Voreux.
Old Mouque and Chaval were there. S�nce the death of h�s daughter
Mouquette, and of h�s son Mouquet, the old man had cont�nued to
act as groom w�thout a word of regret or compla�nt. Suddenly, when
he saw Ét�enne, he was shaken by fury, tears broke out from h�s
eyes, and a flood of coarse words burst from h�s mouth, black and
bleed�ng from h�s hab�t of chew�ng tobacco.
"You dev�l! you bloody sw�ne! you f�lthy snout! Wa�t, you've got to pay
me for my poor ch�ldren; you'll have to come to �t!"
He p�cked up a br�ck, broke �t, and threw both p�eces.
"Yes! yes! clear h�m off!" shouted Chaval, who was gr�nn�ng �n
exc�tement, del�ghted at th�s vengeance. "Every one gets h�s turn;
now you're up aga�nst the wall, you d�rty hound!"
And he also attacked Ét�enne w�th stones. A savage clamour arose;
they all took up br�cks, broke them, and threw them, to r�p h�m open,
as they would l�ke to have done to the sold�ers. He was dazed and
could not flee; he faced them, try�ng to calm them w�th phrases. H�s
old speeches, once so warmly rece�ved, came back to h�s l�ps. He
repeated the words w�th wh�ch he had �ntox�cated them at the t�me
when he could keep them �n hand l�ke a fa�thful flock; but h�s power
was dead, and only stones repl�ed to h�m. He had just been struck
on the left arm, and was draw�ng back, �n great per�l, when he found
h�mself hemmed �n aga�nst the front of the Avantage.
For the last few moments Rasseneur had been at h�s door.



"Come �n," he sa�d s�mply.
Ét�enne hes�tated; �t choked h�m to take refuge there.
"Come �n; then I'll speak to them."
He res�gned h�mself, and took refuge at the other end of the parlour,
wh�le the �nnkeeper f�lled up the doorway w�th h�s broad shoulders.
"Look here, my fr�ends, just be reasonable. You know very well that
I've never dece�ved you. I've always been �n favour of qu�etness, and
�f you had l�stened to me, you certa�nly wouldn't be where you are
now."
Roll�ng h�s shoulders and belly, he went on at length, allow�ng h�s
fac�le eloquence to flow w�th the lull�ng gentleness of warm water.
And all h�s old success came back; he rega�ned h�s popular�ty,
naturally and w�thout an effort, as �f he had never been hooted and
called a coward a month before. Vo�ces arose �n approval: "Very
good! we are w�th you! that �s the way to put �t!" Thunder�ng
applause broke out.
Ét�enne, �n the background, grew fa�nt, and there was b�tterness at
h�s heart. He recalled Rasseneur's pred�ct�on �n the forest,
threaten�ng h�m w�th the �ngrat�tude of the mob. What �mbec�le
brutal�ty! What an abom�nable forgetfulness of old serv�ces! It was a
bl�nd force wh�ch constantly devoured �tself. And beneath h�s anger
at see�ng these brutes spo�l the�r own cause, there was despa�r at
h�s own fall and the trag�c end of h�s amb�t�on. What! was �t already
done for! He remembered hear�ng beneath the beeches three
thousand hearts beat�ng to the echo of h�s own. On that day he had
held h�s popular�ty �n both hands. Those people belonged to h�m; he
felt that he was the�r master. Mad dreams had then �ntox�cated h�m.
Montsou at h�s feet, Par�s beyond, becom�ng a deputy perhaps,
crush�ng the m�ddle class �n a speech, the f�rst speech ever
pronounced by a workman �n a parl�ament. And �t was all over! He
awakened, m�serable and detested; h�s people were d�sm�ss�ng h�m
by fl�ng�ng br�cks.
Rasseneur's vo�ce rose h�gher:



"Never w�ll v�olence succeed; the world can't be remade �n a day.
Those who have prom�sed you to change �t all at one stroke are
e�ther mak�ng fun of you or they are rascals!"
"Bravo! bravo!" shouted the crowd.
Who then was the gu�lty one? And th�s quest�on wh�ch Ét�enne put to
h�mself overwhelmed h�m more than ever. Was �t �n fact h�s fault, th�s
m�sfortune wh�ch was mak�ng h�m bleed, the wretchedness of some,
the murder of others, these women, these ch�ldren, lean, and w�thout
bread? He had had that lamentable v�s�on one even�ng before the
catastrophe. But then a force was l�ft�ng h�m, he was carr�ed away
w�th h�s mates. Bes�des, he had never led them, �t was they who led
h�m, who obl�ged h�m to do th�ngs wh�ch he would never have done �f
�t were not for the shock of that crowd push�ng beh�nd h�m. At each
new v�olence he had been stupef�ed by the course of events, for he
had ne�ther foreseen nor des�red any of them. Could he ant�c�pate,
for �nstance, that h�s followers �n the settlement would one day stone
h�m? These �nfur�ated people l�ed when they accused h�m of hav�ng
prom�sed them an ex�stence all fodder and laz�ness. And �n th�s
just�f�cat�on, �n th�s reason�ng, �n wh�ch he tr�ed to f�ght aga�nst h�s
remorse, was h�dden the anx�ety that he had not r�sen to the he�ght
of h�s task; �t was the doubt of the half-cultured man st�ll perplex�ng
h�m. But he felt h�mself at the end of h�s courage, he was no longer
at heart w�th h�s mates; he feared th�s enormous mass of the people,
bl�nd and �rres�st�ble, mov�ng l�ke a force of nature, sweep�ng away
everyth�ng, outs�de rules and theor�es. A certa�n repugnance was
detach�ng h�m from them—the d�scomfort of h�s new tastes, the slow
movement of all h�s be�ng towards a super�or class.
At th�s moment Rasseneur's vo�ce was lost �n the m�dst of
enthus�ast�c shouts:
"Hurrah for Rasseneur! he's the fellow! Bravo, bravo!"
The �nnkeeper shut the door, wh�le the band d�spersed; and the two
men looked at each other �n s�lence. They both shrugged the�r
shoulders. They f�n�shed up by hav�ng a dr�nk together.



On the same day there was a great d�nner at P�ola�ne; they were
celebrat�ng the betrothal of Négrel and Céc�le. S�nce the prev�ous
even�ng the Grégo�res had had the d�n�ng-room waxed and the
draw�ng-room dusted. Mélan�e re�gned �n the k�tchen, watch�ng over
the roasts and st�rr�ng the sauces, the odour of wh�ch ascended to
the att�cs. It had been dec�ded that Franc�s, the coachman, should
help Honor�ne to wa�t. The gardener's w�fe would wash up, and the
gardener would open the gate. Never had the substant�al, patr�archal
old house been �n such a state of ga�ety.
Everyth�ng went off beaut�fully, Madame Hennebeau was charm�ng
w�th Céc�le, and she sm�led at Négrel when the Montsou lawyer
gallantly proposed the health of the future household. M. Hennebeau
was also very am�able. H�s sm�l�ng face struck the guests. The report
c�rculated that he was r�s�ng �n favour w�th the d�rectors, and that he
would soon be made an off�cer of the Leg�on of Honour, on account
of the energet�c manner �n wh�ch he had put down the str�ke. Noth�ng
was sa�d about recent events; but there was an a�r of tr�umph �n the
general joy, and the d�nner became the off�c�al celebrat�on of a
v�ctory. At last, then, they were saved, and once more they could
beg�n to eat and sleep �n peace. A d�screet allus�on was made to
those dead whose blood the Voreux mud had yet scarcely drunk up.
It was a necessary lesson: and they were all affected when the
Grégo�res added that �t was now the duty of all to go and heal the
wounds �n the settlements. They had rega�ned the�r benevolent
plac�d�ty, excus�ng the�r brave m�ners, whom they could already see
aga�n at the bottom of the m�nes, g�v�ng a good example of
everlast�ng res�gnat�on. The Montsou notables, who had now left off
trembl�ng, agreed that th�s quest�on of the wage system ought to be
stud�ed, caut�ously. The roasts came on; and the v�ctory became
complete when M. Hennebeau read a letter from the b�shop
announc�ng Abbé Ranv�er's removal. The m�ddle class throughout
the prov�nce had been roused to anger by the story of th�s pr�est who
treated the sold�ers as murderers. And when the dessert appeared
the lawyer resolutely declared that he was a free-th�nker.
Deneul�n was there w�th h�s two daughters. In the m�dst of the joy, he
forced h�mself to h�de the melancholy of h�s ru�n. That very morn�ng



he had s�gned the sale of h�s Vandame concess�on to the Montsou
Company. W�th the kn�fe at h�s throat he had subm�tted to the
d�rectors' demands, at last g�v�ng up to them that prey they had been
on the watch for so long, scarcely obta�n�ng from them the money
necessary to pay off h�s cred�tors. He had even accepted, as a lucky
chance, at the last moment, the�r offer to keep h�m as d�v�s�onal
eng�neer, thus res�gn�ng h�mself to watch, as a s�mple salar�ed
servant, over that p�t wh�ch had swallowed up h�s fortune. It was the
knell of small personal enterpr�ses, the approach�ng d�sappearance
of the masters, eaten up, one by one, by the ever-hungry ogre of
cap�tal, drowned �n the r�s�ng flood of great compan�es. He alone
pa�d the expenses of the str�ke; he understood that they were
dr�nk�ng to h�s d�saster when they drank to M. Hennebeau's rosette.
And he only consoled h�mself a l�ttle when he saw the f�ne courage
of Luc�e and Jeanne, who looked charm�ng �n the�r done-up to�lettes,
laugh�ng at the downfall, l�ke happy tomboys d�sda�nful of money.
When they passed �nto the draw�ng-room for coffee, M. Grégo�re
drew h�s cous�n as�de and congratulated h�m on the courage of h�s
dec�s�on.
"What would you have? Your real m�stake was to r�sk the m�ll�on of
your Montsou den�er over Vandame. You gave yourself a terr�ble
wound, and �t has melted away �n that dog's labour, wh�le m�ne,
wh�ch has not st�rred from my drawer, st�ll keeps me comfortably
do�ng noth�ng, as �t w�ll keep my grandch�ldren's ch�ldren."

CHAPTER II

On Sunday Ét�enne escaped from the settlement at n�ghtfall. A very
clear sky, spr�nkled w�th stars, l�t up the earth w�th the blue haze of
tw�l�ght. He went down towards the canal, and followed the bank
slowly, �n the d�rect�on of March�ennes. It was h�s favour�te walk, a
grass-covered path two leagues long, pass�ng stra�ght bes�de th�s
geometr�cal water-way, wh�ch unrolled �tself l�ke an endless �ngot of



molten s�lver. He never met any one there. But on th�s day he was
vexed to see a man come up to h�m. Beneath the pale starl�ght, the
two sol�tary walkers only recogn�zed each other when they were face
to face.
"What! �s �t you?" sa�d Ét�enne.
Souvar�ne nodded h�s head w�thout reply�ng. For a moment they
rema�ned mot�onless, then s�de by s�de they set out towards
March�ennes. Each of them seemed to be cont�nu�ng h�s own
reflect�ons, as though they were far away from each other.
"Have you seen �n the paper about Pluchart's success at Par�s?"
asked Ét�enne, at length. "After that meet�ng at Bellev�lle, they wa�ted
for h�m on the pavement, and gave h�m an ovat�on. Oh! he's afloat
now, �n sp�te of h�s sore throat. He can do what he l�kes �n the
future."
The eng�ne-man shrugged h�s shoulders. He felt contempt for f�ne
talkers, fellows who go �nto pol�t�cs as one goes to the bar, to get an
�ncome out of phrases.
Ét�enne was now study�ng Darw�n. He had read fragments,
summar�zed and popular�zed �n a f�ve-sou volume; and out of th�s �ll-
understood read�ng he had ga�ned for h�mself a revolut�onary �dea of
the struggle for ex�stence, the lean eat�ng the fat, the strong people
devour�ng the pall�d m�ddle class. But Souvar�ne fur�ously attacked
the stup�d�ty of the Soc�al�sts who accept Darw�n, that apostle of
sc�ent�f�c �nequal�ty, whose famous select�on was only good for
ar�stocrat�c ph�losophers. H�s mate pers�sted, however, w�sh�ng to
reason out the matter, and express�ng h�s doubts by an hypothes�s:
suppos�ng the old soc�ety were no longer to ex�st, swept away to the
crumbs; well, was �t not to be feared that the new world would grow
up aga�n, slowly spo�lt by the same �njust�ces, some s�ck and others
flour�sh�ng, some more sk�lful and �ntell�gent, fatten�ng on everyth�ng,
and others �mbec�le and lazy, becom�ng slaves aga�n? But before
th�s v�s�on of eternal wretchedness, the eng�ne-man shouted out
f�ercely that �f just�ce was not poss�ble w�th man, then man must
d�sappear. For every rotten soc�ety there must be a massacre, unt�l
the last creature was exterm�nated. And there was s�lence aga�n.



For a long t�me, w�th sunken head, Souvar�ne walked over the short
grass, so absorbed that he kept to the extreme edge, by the water,
w�th the qu�et certa�nty of a sleep-walker on a roof. Then he
shuddered causelessly, as though he had stumbled aga�nst a
shadow. H�s eyes l�fted and h�s face was very pale; he sa�d softly to
h�s compan�on:
"D�d I ever tell you how she d�ed?"
"Whom do you mean?"
"My w�fe, over there, �n Russ�a."
Ét�enne made a vague gesture, aston�shed at the tremor �n h�s vo�ce
and at the sudden des�re for conf�dence �n th�s lad, who was usually
so �mpass�ve �n h�s sto�cal detachment from others and from h�mself.
He only knew that the woman was h�s m�stress, and that she had
been hanged at Moscow.
"The affa�r hadn't gone off," Souvar�ne sa�d, w�th eyes st�ll vacantly
follow�ng the wh�te stream of the canal between the blu�sh
colonnades of tall trees. "We had been a fortn�ght at the bottom of a
hole underm�n�ng the ra�lway, and �t was not the �mper�al tra�n that
was blown up, �t was a passenger tra�n. Then they arrested
Annutchka. She brought us bread every even�ng, d�sgu�sed as a
peasant woman. She l�t the fuse, too, because a man m�ght have
attracted attent�on. I followed the tr�al, h�dden �n the crowd, for s�x
days."



H�s vo�ce became th�ck, and he coughed as though he were chok�ng.
"Tw�ce I wanted to cry out, and to rush over the people's heads to
jo�n her. But what was the good? One man less would be one sold�er
less; and I could see that she was tell�ng me not to come, when her
large eyes met m�ne."
He coughed aga�n.
"On the last day �n the square I was there. It was ra�n�ng; they
stup�dly lost the�r heads, put out by the fall�ng ra�n. It took twenty
m�nutes to hang the other four; the cord broke, they could not f�n�sh
the fourth. Annutchka was stand�ng up wa�t�ng. She could not see
me, she was look�ng for me �n the crowd. I got on to a post and she
saw me, and our eyes never turned from each other. When she was
dead she was st�ll look�ng at me. I waved my hat; I came away."
There was s�lence aga�n. The wh�te road of the canal unrolled to the
far d�stance, and they both walked w�th the same qu�et step as
though each had fallen back �nto h�s �solat�on. At the hor�zon, the
pale water seemed to open the sky w�th a l�ttle hole of l�ght.
"It was our pun�shment," Souvar�ne went on roughly. "We were gu�lty
to love each other. Yes, �t �s well that she �s dead; heroes w�ll be born
from her blood, and I no longer have any coward�ce at my heart. Ah!
noth�ng, ne�ther parents, nor w�fe, nor fr�end! Noth�ng to make my
hand tremble on the day when I must take others' l�ves or g�ve up my
own."
Ét�enne had stopped, shudder�ng �n the cool n�ght. He d�scussed no
more, he s�mply sa�d:
"We have gone far; shall we go back?"
They went back towards the Voreux slowly, and he added, after a
few paces:
"Have you seen the new placards?"
The Company had that morn�ng put up some more large yellow
posters. They were clearer and more conc�l�atory, and the Company
undertook to take back the cert�f�cates of those m�ners who went



down on the follow�ng day. Everyth�ng would be forgotten, and
pardon was offered even to those who were most �mpl�cated.
"Yes, I've seen," repl�ed the eng�ne-man.
"Well, what do you th�nk of �t?"
"I th�nk that �t's all up. The flock w�ll go down aga�n. You are all too
cowardly."
Ét�enne fever�shly excused h�s mates: a man may be brave, a mob
wh�ch �s dy�ng of hunger has no strength. Step by step they were
return�ng to the Voreux; and before the black mass of the p�t he
cont�nued swear�ng that he, at least, would never go down; but he
could forg�ve those who d�d. Then, as the rumour ran that the
carpenters had not had t�me to repa�r the tubb�ng, he asked for
�nformat�on. Was �t true? Had the we�ght of the so�l aga�nst the t�mber
wh�ch formed the �nternal sk�rt of scaffold�ng to the shaft so pushed �t
�n that the w�nd�ng-cages rubbed as they went down for a length of
over f�fty metres?
Souvar�ne, who once more became uncommun�cat�ve, repl�ed br�efly.
He had been work�ng the day before, and the cage d�d, �n fact, jar;
the eng�ne-men had even had to double the speed to pass that spot.
But all the bosses rece�ved any observat�ons w�th the same �rr�tat�ng
remark: �t was coal they wanted; that could be repa�red later on.
"You see that w�ll smash up!" Ét�enne murmured. "It w�ll be a f�ne
t�me!"
W�th eyes vaguely f�xed on the p�t �n the shadow, Souvar�ne qu�etly
concluded:
"If �t does smash up, the mates w�ll know �t, s�nce you adv�se them to
go down aga�n."
N�ne o'clock struck at the Montsou steeple; and h�s compan�on
hav�ng sa�d that he was go�ng to bed, he added, w�thout putt�ng out
h�s hand:
"Well, good-bye. I'm go�ng away."
"What! you're go�ng away?"



"Yes, I've asked for my cert�f�cate back. I'm go�ng elsewhere."
Ét�enne, stupef�ed and affected, looked at h�m. After walk�ng for two
hours he sa�d that to h�m! And �n so calm a vo�ce, wh�le the mere
announcement of th�s sudden separat�on made h�s own heart ache.
They had got to know each other, they had to�led together; that
always makes one sad, the �dea of not see�ng a person aga�n.
"You're go�ng away! And where do you go?"
"Over there—I don't know at all."
"But I shall see you aga�n?"
"No, I th�nk not."
They were s�lent and rema�ned for a moment fac�ng each other
w�thout f�nd�ng anyth�ng to say.
"Then good-bye."
"Good-bye."
Wh�le Ét�enne ascended toward the settlement, Souvar�ne turned
and aga�n went along the canal bank; and there, now alone, he
cont�nued to walk, w�th sunken head, so lost �n the darkness that he
seemed merely a mov�ng shadow of the n�ght. Now and then he
stopped, he counted the hours that struck afar. When he heard
m�dn�ght str�ke he left the bank and turned towards the Voreux.
At that t�me the p�t was empty, and he only met a sleepy-eyed
capta�n. It was not unt�l two o'clock that they would beg�n to get up
steam to resume work. F�rst he went to take from a cupboard a
jacket wh�ch he pretended to have forgotten. Var�ous tools—a dr�ll
armed w�th �ts screw, a small but very strong saw, a hammer, and a
ch�sel—were rolled up �n th�s jacket. Then he left. But �nstead of
go�ng out through the shed he passed through the narrow corr�dor
wh�ch led to the ladder passage. W�th h�s jacket under h�s arm he
qu�etly went down w�thout a lamp, measur�ng the depth by count�ng
the ladders. He knew that the cage jarred at three hundred and
seventy-four metres aga�nst the f�fth row of the lower tubb�ng. When
he had counted f�fty-four ladders he put out h�s hand and was able to
feel the swell�ng of the plank�ng. It was there. Then, w�th the sk�ll and



coolness of a good workman who has been reflect�ng over h�s task
for a long t�me, he set to work. He began by saw�ng a panel �n the
bratt�ce so as to commun�cate w�th the w�nd�ng-shaft. W�th the help
of matches, qu�ckly l�ghted and blown out, he was then able to
ascerta�n the cond�t�on of the tubb�ng and of the recent repa�rs.
Between Cala�s and Valenc�ennes the s�nk�ng of m�ne shafts was
surrounded by �mmense d�ff�cult�es on account of the masses of
subterranean water �n great sheets at the level of the lowest valleys.
Only the construct�on of tubb�ngs, frameworks jo�nted l�ke the stays
of a barrel, could keep out the spr�ngs wh�ch flow �n and �solate the
shafts �n the m�dst of the lakes, wh�ch w�th deep obscure waves beat
aga�nst the walls. It had been necessary �n s�nk�ng the Voreux to
establ�sh two tubb�ngs: that of the upper level, �n the sh�ft�ng sands
and wh�te clays border�ng the chalky stratum, and f�ssured �n every
part, swollen w�th water l�ke a sponge; then that of the lower level,
�mmed�ately above the coal stratum, �n a yellow sand as f�ne as flour,
flow�ng w�th l�qu�d flu�d�ty; �t was here that the Torrent was to be
found, that subterranean sea so dreaded �n the coal p�ts of the Nord,
a sea w�th �ts storms and �ts sh�pwrecks, an unknown and
unfathomable sea, roll�ng �ts dark floods more than three hundred
metres beneath the dayl�ght. Usually the tubb�ngs res�sted the
enormous pressure; the only th�ng to be dreaded was the p�l�ng up of
the ne�ghbour�ng so�l, shaken by the constant movement of the old
galler�es wh�ch were f�ll�ng up. In th�s descent of the rocks l�nes of
fracture were somet�mes produced wh�ch slowly extended as far as
the scaffold�ng, at last perforat�ng �t and push�ng �t �nto the shaft; and
there was the great danger of a landsl�p and a flood f�ll�ng the p�t w�th
an avalanche of earth and a deluge of spr�ngs.
Souvar�ne, s�tt�ng astr�de �n the open�ng he had made, d�scovered a
very ser�ous defect �n the f�fth row of tubb�ng. The wood was bell�ed
out from the framework; several planks had even come out of the�r
shoulder-p�eces. Abundant f�ltrat�ons, p�choux the m�ners call them,
were jett�ng out of the jo�nts through the tarred oakum w�th wh�ch
they were caulked. The carpenters, pressed for t�me, had been
content to place �ron squares at the angles, so carelessly that not all



the screws were put �n. A cons�derable movement was ev�dently
go�ng on beh�nd �n the sand of the Torrent.
Then w�th h�s w�mble he unscrewed the squares so that another
push would tear them all off. It was a foolhardy task, dur�ng wh�ch he
frequently only just escaped from fall�ng headlong down the hundred
and e�ghty metres wh�ch separated h�m from the bottom. He had
been obl�ged to se�ze the oak gu�des, the jo�sts along wh�ch the
cages sl�d; and suspended over the vo�d he traversed the length of
the cross-beams w�th wh�ch they were jo�ned from po�nt to po�nt,
sl�pp�ng along, s�tt�ng down, turn�ng over, s�mply buttress�ng h�mself
on an elbow or a knee, w�th tranqu�l contempt of death. A breath
would have sent h�m over, and three t�mes he caught h�mself up
w�thout a shudder. F�rst he felt w�th h�s hand and then worked, only
l�ght�ng a match when he lost h�mself �n the m�dst of these sl�my
beams. After loosen�ng the screws he attacked the wood �tself, and
the per�l became st�ll greater. He had sought for the key, the p�ece
wh�ch held the others; he attacked �t fur�ously, mak�ng holes �n �t,
saw�ng �t, th�nn�ng �t so that �t lost �ts res�stance; wh�le through the
holes and the cracks the water wh�ch escaped �n small jets bl�nded
h�m and soaked h�m �n �cy ra�n. Two matches were ext�ngu�shed.
They all became damp and then there was n�ght, the bottomless
depth of darkness.
From th�s moment he was se�zed by rage. The breath of the �nv�s�ble
�ntox�cated h�m, the black horror of th�s ra�n-beaten hole urged h�m to
mad destruct�on. He wreaked h�s fury at random aga�nst the tubb�ng,
str�k�ng where he could w�th h�s w�mble, w�th h�s saw, se�zed by the
des�re to br�ng the whole th�ng at once down on h�s head. He brought
as much feroc�ty to the task as though he had been d�gg�ng a kn�fe
�nto the sk�n of some execrated l�v�ng creature. He would k�ll the
Voreux at last, that ev�l beast w�th ever-open jaws wh�ch had
swallowed so much human flesh! The b�te of h�s tools could be
heard, h�s sp�ne lengthened, he crawled, cl�mbed down, then up
aga�n, hold�ng on by a m�racle, �n cont�nual movement, the fl�ght of a
nocturnal b�rd am�d the scaffold�ng of a belfry.
But he grew calm, d�ssat�sf�ed w�th h�mself. Why could not th�ngs be
done coolly? W�thout haste he took breath, and then went back �nto



the ladder passage, stopp�ng up the hole by replac�ng the panel
wh�ch he had sawn. That was enough; he d�d not w�sh to ra�se the
alarm by excess�ve damage wh�ch would have been repa�red
�mmed�ately. The beast was wounded �n the belly; we should see �f �t
was st�ll al�ve at n�ght. And he had left h�s mark; the fr�ghtened world
would know that the beast had not d�ed a natural death. He took h�s
t�me �n method�cally roll�ng up h�s tools �n h�s jacket, and slowly
cl�mbed up the ladders. Then, when he had emerged from the p�t
w�thout be�ng seen, �t d�d not even occur to h�m to go and change h�s
clothes. Three o'clock struck. He rema�ned stand�ng on the road
wa�t�ng.
At the same hour Ét�enne, who was not asleep, was d�sturbed by a
sl�ght sound �n the th�ck n�ght of the room. He d�st�ngu�shed the low
breath of the ch�ldren, and the snor�ng of Bonnemort and Maheude;
wh�le Jeanl�n near h�m was breath�ng w�th a prolonged flute-l�ke
wh�stle. No doubt he had dreamed, and he was turn�ng back when
the no�se began aga�n. It was the creak�ng of a pall�asse, the st�fled
effort of someone who �s gett�ng up. Then he �mag�ned that
Cather�ne must be �ll.
"I say, �s �t you? What �s the matter?" he asked �n a low vo�ce.
No one repl�ed, and the snor�ng of the others cont�nued. For f�ve
m�nutes noth�ng st�rred. Then there was fresh creak�ng. Feel�ng
certa�n th�s t�me that he was not m�staken, he crossed the room,
putt�ng h�s hands out �nto the darkness to feel the oppos�te bed. He
was surpr�sed to f�nd the young g�rl s�tt�ng up, hold�ng �n her breath,
awake and on the watch.
"Well! why don't you reply? What are you do�ng, then?"
At last she sa�d:
"I'm gett�ng up."
"Gett�ng up at th�s hour?"
"Yes, I'm go�ng back to work at the p�t."
Ét�enne felt deeply moved, and sat down on the edge of the
pall�asse, wh�le Cather�ne expla�ned her reasons to h�m. She



suffered too much by l�v�ng thus �n �dleness, feel�ng cont�nual looks
of reproach we�gh�ng on her; she would rather run the r�sk of be�ng
knocked about down there by Chaval. And �f her mother refused to
take her money when she brought �t, well! she was b�g enough to act
for herself and make her own soup.
"Go away; I want to dress. And don't say anyth�ng, w�ll you, �f you
want to be k�nd?"
But he rema�ned near her; he had put h�s arms round her wa�st �n a
caress of gr�ef and p�ty. Pressed one aga�nst the other �n the�r sh�rts,
they could feel the warmth of each other's naked flesh, at the edge
of th�s bed, st�ll mo�st w�th the n�ght's sleep. She had at f�rst tr�ed to
free herself; then she began to cry qu�etly, �n her turn tak�ng h�m by
the neck to press h�m aga�nst her �n a despa�r�ng clasp. And they
rema�ned, w�thout any further des�res, w�th the past of the�r
unfortunate love, wh�ch they had not been able to sat�sfy. Was �t,
then, done w�th for ever? Would they never dare to love each other
some day, now that they were free? It only needed a l�ttle happ�ness
to d�ss�pate the�r shame—that awkwardness wh�ch prevented them
from com�ng together because of all sorts of �deas wh�ch they
themselves could not read clearly.
"Go to bed aga�n," she wh�spered. "I don't want to l�ght up, �t would
wake mother. It �s t�me; leave me."
He could not hear; he was press�ng her w�ldly, w�th a heart drowned
�n �mmense sadness. The need for peace, an �rres�st�ble need for
happ�ness, was carry�ng h�m away; and he saw h�mself marr�ed, �n a
neat l�ttle house, w�th no other amb�t�on than to l�ve and to d�e there,
both of them together. He would be sat�sf�ed w�th bread; and �f there
were only enough for one, she should have �t. What was the good of
anyth�ng else? Was there anyth�ng �n l�fe worth more?
But she was unfold�ng her naked arms.
"Please, leave me."
Then, �n a sudden �mpulse, he sa�d �n her ear:
"Wa�t, I'm com�ng w�th you."



And he was h�mself surpr�sed at what he had sa�d. He had sworn
never to go down aga�n; whence then came th�s sudden dec�s�on,
ar�s�ng from h�s l�ps w�thout thought of h�s, w�thout even a moment's
d�scuss�on? There was now such calm w�th�n h�m, so complete a
cure of h�s doubts, that he pers�sted l�ke a man saved by chance,
who has at last found the only harbour from h�s torment. So he
refused to l�sten to her when she became alarmed, understand�ng
that he was devot�ng h�mself for her and fear�ng the �ll words wh�ch
would greet h�m at the p�t. He laughed at everyth�ng; the placards
prom�sed pardon and that was enough.
"I want to work; that's my �dea. Let us dress and make no no�se."
They dressed themselves �n the darkness, w�th a thousand
precaut�ons. She had secretly prepared her m�ner's clothes the
even�ng before; he took a jacket and breeches from the cupboard;
and they d�d not wash themselves for fear of knock�ng the bowl. All
were asleep, but they had to cross the narrow passage where the
mother slept. When they started, as �ll luck would have �t, they
stumbled aga�nst a cha�r. She woke and asked drows�ly:
"Eh! what �s �t?"
Cather�ne had stopped, trembl�ng, and v�olently press�ng Ét�enne's
hand.
"It's me; don't trouble yourself," he sa�d. "I feel st�fled and am go�ng
outs�de to breathe a b�t."
"Very well."
And Maheude fell asleep aga�n. Cather�ne dared not st�r. At last she
went down �nto the parlour and d�v�ded a sl�ce of bread-and-butter
wh�ch she had reserved from a loaf g�ven by a Montsou lady. Then
they softly closed the door and went away.
Souvar�ne had rema�ned stand�ng near the Avantage, at the corner
of the road. For half an hour he had been look�ng at the coll�ers who
were return�ng to work �n the darkness, pass�ng by w�th the dull
tramp of a herd. He was count�ng them, as a butcher counts h�s
beasts at the entrance to the slaughter-house, and he was surpr�sed
at the�r number; even h�s pess�m�sm had not foreseen that the



number of cowards would have been so great. The stream cont�nued
to pass by, and he grew st�ff, very cold, w�th clenched teeth and
br�ght eyes.
But he started. Among the men pass�ng by, whose faces he could
not d�st�ngu�sh, he had just recogn�zed one by h�s walk. He came
forward and stopped h�m.
"Where are you go�ng to?"
Ét�enne, �n surpr�se, �nstead of reply�ng, stammered:
"What! you've not set out yet!"
Then he confessed he was go�ng back to the p�t. No doubt he had
sworn; only �t could not be called l�fe to wa�t w�th folded arms for
th�ngs wh�ch would perhaps happen �n a hundred years; and,
bes�des, reasons of h�s own had dec�ded h�m.
Souvar�ne had l�stened to h�m, shudder�ng. He se�zed h�m by the
shoulder, and pushed h�m towards the settlement.
"Go home aga�n; I want you to. Do you understand?"
But Cather�ne hav�ng approached, he recogn�zed her also. Ét�enne
protested, declar�ng that he allowed no one to judge h�s conduct.
And the eng�ne-man's eyes went from the young g�rl to her
compan�on, wh�le he stepped back w�th a sudden, rel�nqu�sh�ng
movement. When there was a woman �n a man's heart, that man
was done for; he m�ght d�e. Perhaps he saw aga�n �n a rap�d v�s�on
h�s m�stress hang�ng over there at Moscow, that last l�nk cut from h�s
flesh, wh�ch had rendered h�m free of the l�ves of others and of h�s
own l�fe. He sa�d s�mply:
"Go."
Ét�enne, feel�ng awkward, was delay�ng, and try�ng to f�nd some
fr�endly word, so as not to separate �n th�s manner.
"Then you're st�ll go�ng?"
"Yes."



"Well, g�ve me your hand, old chap. A pleasant journey, and no �ll
feel�ng."
The other stretched out an �cy hand. Ne�ther fr�end nor w�fe.
"Good-bye for good th�s t�me."
"Yes, good-bye."
And Souvar�ne, stand�ng mot�onless �n the darkness, watched
Ét�enne and Cather�ne enter�ng the Voreux.

CHAPTER III

At four o'clock the descent began. Dansaert, who was personally
�nstalled at the marker's off�ce �n the lamp cab�n, wrote down the
name of each worker who presented h�mself and had a lamp g�ven
to h�m. He took them all, w�thout remark, keep�ng to the prom�se of
the placards. When, however, he not�ced Ét�enne and Cather�ne at
the w�cket, he started and became very red, and was open�ng h�s
mouth to refuse the�r names; then, he contented h�mself w�th the
tr�umph, and a jeer. Ah! ah! so the strong man was thrown? The
Company was, then, �n luck s�nce the terr�ble Montsou wrestler had
come back to �t to ask for bread? Ét�enne s�lently took h�s lamp and
went towards the shaft w�th the putter.
But �t was there, �n the rece�v�ng-room, that Cather�ne feared the
mates' bad words. At the very entrance she recogn�zed Chaval, �n
the m�dst of some twenty m�ners, wa�t�ng t�ll a cage was free. He
came fur�ously towards her, but the s�ght of Ét�enne stopped h�m.
Then he affected to sneer w�th an offens�ve shrug of the shoulders.
Very good! he d�dn't care a hang, s�nce the other had come to
occupy the place that was st�ll warm; good r�ddance! It only
concerned the gentleman �f he l�ked the leav�ngs; and beneath the
exh�b�t�on of th�s contempt he was aga�n se�zed by a tremor of
jealousy, and h�s eyes flamed. For the rest, the mates d�d not st�r,
stand�ng s�lent, w�th eyes lowered. They contented themselves w�th



cast�ng a s�delong look at the new-comers; then, dejected and
w�thout anger, they aga�n stared f�xedly at the mouth of the shaft,
w�th the�r lamps �n the�r hands, sh�ver�ng beneath the�r th�n jackets, �n
the constant draughts of th�s large room. At last the cage was
wedged on to the keeps, and they were ordered to get �n. Cather�ne
and Ét�enne were squeezed �n one tram, already conta�n�ng P�erron
and two p�kemen. Bes�de them, �n the other tram, Chaval was loudly
say�ng to Father Mouque that the d�rectors had made a m�stake �n
not tak�ng advantage of the opportun�ty to free the p�ts of the
blackguards who were corrupt�ng them; but the old groom, who had
already fallen back �nto the dog-l�ke res�gnat�on of h�s ex�stence, no
longer grew angry over the death of h�s ch�ldren, and s�mply repl�ed
by a gesture of conc�l�at�on.
The cage freed �tself and sl�pped down �nto the darkness. No one
spoke. Suddenly, when they were �n the m�ddle th�rd of the descent,
there was a terr�ble jarr�ng. The �ron creaked, and the men were
thrown on to each other.
"By God!" growled Ét�enne, "are they go�ng to flatten us? We shall
end by be�ng left here for good, w�th the�r confounded tubb�ng. And
they talk about hav�ng repa�red �t!"
The cage had, however, cleared the obstacle. It was now
descend�ng beneath so v�olent a ra�n, l�ke a storm, that the workmen
anx�ously l�stened to the pour�ng. A number of leaks must then have
appeared �n the caulk�ng of the jo�nts.
P�erron, who had been work�ng for several days, when asked about
�t d�d not l�ke to show h�s fear, wh�ch m�ght be cons�dered as an
attack on the management, so he only repl�ed:
"Oh, no danger! �t's always l�ke that. No doubt they've not had t�me to
caulk the leaks."
The torrent was roar�ng over the�r heads, and they at last reached
the p�t-eye beneath a ver�table waterspout. Not one of the capta�ns
had thought of cl�mb�ng up the ladders to �nvest�gate the matter. The
pump would be enough, the carpenters would exam�ne the jo�nts the
follow�ng n�ght. The reorgan�zat�on of work �n the galler�es gave



cons�derable trouble. Before allow�ng the p�kemen to return to the�r
hew�ng cells, the eng�neer had dec�ded that for the f�rst f�ve days all
the men should execute certa�n works of consol�dat�on wh�ch were
extremely urgent. Landsl�ps were threaten�ng everywhere; the
passages had suffered to such an extent that the t�mber�ng had to be
repa�red along a length of several hundred metres. Gangs of ten
men were therefore formed below, each beneath the control of a
capta�n. Then they were set to work at the most damaged spots.
When the descent was complete, �t was found that three hundred
and twenty-two m�ners had gone down, about half of those who
worked there when the p�t was �n full sw�ng.
Chaval belonged to the same gang as Cather�ne and Ét�enne. Th�s
was not by chance; he had at f�rst h�dden beh�nd h�s mates, and had
then forced the capta�n's hand. Th�s gang went to the end of the
north gallery, nearly three k�lometres away, to clear out a landsl�p
wh�ch was stopp�ng up a gallery �n the D�x-Hu�t-Pouces seam. They
attacked the fallen rocks w�th shovel and p�ck. Ét�enne, Chaval, and
f�ve others cleared away the rubb�sh wh�le Cather�ne, w�th two
trammers, wheeled the earth up to the upbrow. They seldom spoke,
and the capta�n never left them. The putter's two lovers, however,
were on the po�nt of com�ng to blows. Wh�le growl�ng that he had had
enough of th�s trollop, Chaval was st�ll th�nk�ng of her, and slyly
hustl�ng her about, so that Ét�enne had threatened to settle h�m �f he
d�d not leave her alone. They eyed each other f�ercely, and had to be
separated.
Towards e�ght o'clock Dansaert passed to g�ve a glance at the work.
He appeared to be �n a very bad humour, and was fur�ous w�th the
capta�n; noth�ng had gone well, what was the mean�ng of such work,
the plank�ng would everywhere have to be done over aga�n! And he
went away declar�ng that he would come back w�th the eng�neer. He
had been wa�t�ng for Négrel s�nce morn�ng, and could not
understand the cause of th�s delay.
Another hour passed by. The capta�n had stopped the removal of the
rubb�sh to employ all h�s people �n support�ng the roof. Even the
putter and the two trammers left off wheel�ng to prepare and br�ng
p�eces of t�mber. At th�s end of the gallery the gang formed a sort of



advance guard at the very extrem�ty of the m�ne, now w�thout
commun�cat�on w�th the other stalls. Three or four t�mes strange
no�ses, d�stant rushes, made the workers turn the�r heads to l�sten.
What was �t, then? One would have sa�d that the passages were
be�ng empt�ed and the mates already return�ng at a runn�ng pace.
But the sound was lost �n the deep s�lence, and they set to wedg�ng
the�r wood aga�n, dazed by the loud blows of the hammer. At last
they returned to the rubb�sh, and the wheel�ng began once more.
Cather�ne came back from her f�rst journey �n terror, say�ng that no
one was to be found at the upbrow.
"I called, but there was no reply. They've all cleared out of the place."
The bew�lderment was so great that the ten men threw down the�r
tools to rush away. The �dea that they were abandoned, left alone at
the bottom of the m�ne, so far from the p�t-eye, drove them w�ld.
They only kept the�r lamps and ran �n s�ngle f�le—the men, the boys,
the putter; the capta�n h�mself lost h�s head and shouted out appeals,
more and more fr�ghtened at the s�lence �n th�s endless desert of
galler�es. What then had happened that they d�d not meet a soul?
What acc�dent could thus have dr�ven away the�r mates? The�r terror
was �ncreased by the uncerta�nty of the danger, th�s threat wh�ch
they felt there w�thout know�ng what �t was.
When they at last came near the p�t-eye, a torrent barred the�r road.
They were at once �n water to the knees, and were no longer able to
run, labor�ously ford�ng the flood w�th the thought that one m�nute's
delay m�ght mean death.
"By God! �t's the tubb�ng that's g�ven way," cr�ed Ét�enne. "I sa�d we
should be left here for good."
S�nce the descent P�erron had anx�ously observed the �ncrease of
the deluge wh�ch fell from the shaft. As w�th two others he loaded the
trams he ra�sed h�s head, h�s face covered w�th large drops, and h�s
ears r�ng�ng w�th the roar of the tempest above. But he trembled
espec�ally when he not�ced that the sump beneath h�m, that p�t ten
metres deep, was f�ll�ng; the water was already spurt�ng through the
floor and cover�ng the metal plates. Th�s showed that the pump was
no longer suff�c�ent to f�ght aga�nst the leaks. He heard �t pant�ng w�th



the groan of fat�gue. Then he warned Dansaert, who swore angr�ly,
reply�ng that they must wa�t for the eng�neer. Tw�ce he returned to
the charge w�thout extract�ng anyth�ng else but exasperated shrugs
of the shoulder. Well! the water was r�s�ng; what could he do?
Mouque appeared w�th Bata�lle, whom he was lead�ng to work, and
he had to hold h�m w�th both hands, for the sleepy old horse had
suddenly reared up, and, w�th a shr�ll ne�gh, was stretch�ng h�s head
towards the shaft.
"Well, ph�losopher, what troubles you? Ah! �t's because �t ra�ns.
Come along, that doesn't concern you."
But the beast qu�vered all over h�s sk�n, and Mouque forc�bly drew
h�m to the haulage gallery.
Almost at the same moment as Mouque and Bata�lle were
d�sappear�ng at the end of a gallery, there was a crackl�ng �n the a�r,
followed by the prolonged no�se of a fall. It was a p�ece of tubb�ng
wh�ch had got loose and was fall�ng a hundred and e�ghty metres
down, rebound�ng aga�nst the walls. P�erron and the other porters
were able to get out of the way, and the oak plank only smashed an
empty tram. At the same t�me, a mass of water, the leap�ng flood of a
broken dyke, rushed down. Dansaert proposed to go up and
exam�ne; but, wh�le he was st�ll speak�ng, another p�ece rolled down.
And �n terror before the threaten�ng catastrophe, he no longer
hes�tated, but gave the order to go up, send�ng capta�ns to warn the
men �n the�r stalls.
Then a terr�ble hustl�ng began. From every gallery rows of workers
came rush�ng up, try�ng to take the cages by assault. They crushed
madly aga�nst each other �n order to be taken up at once. Some who
had thought of try�ng the ladder passage came down aga�n shout�ng
that �t was already stopped up. That was the terror they all felt each
t�me that the cage rose; th�s t�me �t was able to pass, but who knew �f
�t would be able to pass aga�n �n the m�dst of the obstacles
obstruct�ng the shaft? The downfall must be cont�nu�ng above, for a
ser�es of low detonat�ons was heard, the planks were spl�tt�ng and
burst�ng am�d the cont�nuous and �ncreas�ng roar of a storm. One
cage soon became useless, broken �n and no longer sl�d�ng between



the gu�des, wh�ch were doubtless broken. The other jarred to such a
degree that the cable would certa�nly break soon. And there
rema�ned a hundred men to be taken up, all pant�ng, cl�ng�ng to one
another, bleed�ng and half-drowned. Two were k�lled by falls of
plank�ng. A th�rd, who had se�zed the cage, fell back f�fty metres up
and d�sappeared �n the sump.
Dansaert, however, was try�ng to arrange matters �n an orderly
manner. Armed w�th a p�ck he threatened to open the skull of the f�rst
man who refused to obey; and he tr�ed to arrange them �n f�le,
shout�ng that the porters were to go up last after hav�ng sent up the�r
mates. He was not l�stened to, and he had to prevent the pale and
cowardly P�erron from enter�ng among the f�rst. At each departure he
pushed h�m as�de w�th a blow. But h�s own teeth were chatter�ng, a
m�nute more and he would be swallowed up; everyth�ng was
smash�ng up there, a flood had broken loose, a murderous ra�n of
scaffold�ng. A few men were st�ll runn�ng up when, mad w�th fear, he
jumped �nto a tram, allow�ng P�erron to jump �n beh�nd h�m. The cage
rose.
At th�s moment the gang to wh�ch Ét�enne and Chaval belonged had
just reached the p�t-eye. They saw the cage d�sappear and rushed
forward, but they had to draw back from the f�nal downfall of the
tubb�ng; the shaft was stopped up and the cage would not come
down aga�n. Cather�ne was sobb�ng, and Chaval was choked w�th
shout�ng oaths. There were twenty of them; were those bloody
bosses go�ng to abandon them thus? Father Mouque, who had
brought back Bata�lle w�thout hurry�ng, was st�ll hold�ng h�m by the
br�dle, both of them stupef�ed, the man and the beast, �n the face of
th�s rap�d flow of the �nundat�on. The water was already r�s�ng to the�r
th�ghs. Ét�enne �n s�lence, w�th clenched teeth, supported Cather�ne
between h�s arms. And the twenty yelled w�th the�r faces turned up,
obst�nately gaz�ng at the shaft l�ke �mbec�les, that sh�ft�ng hole wh�ch
was belch�ng out a flood and from wh�ch no help could henceforth
come to them.
At the surface, Dansaert, on arr�v�ng, perce�ved Négrel runn�ng up.
By some fatal�ty, Madame Hennebeau had that morn�ng delayed h�m



on r�s�ng, turn�ng over the leaves of catalogues for the purchase of
wedd�ng presents. It was ten o'clock.
"Well! what's happen�ng, then?" he shouted from afar.
"The p�t �s ru�ned," repl�ed the head capta�n.
And he descr�bed the catastrophe �n a few stammered words, wh�le
the eng�neer �ncredulously shrugged h�s shoulders. What! could
tubb�ng be demol�shed l�ke that? They were exaggerat�ng; he would
make an exam�nat�on.
"I suppose no one has been left at the bottom?"
Dansaert was confused. No, no one; at least, so he hoped. But some
of the men m�ght have been delayed.
"But," sa�d Négrel, "what �n the name of creat�on have you come up
for, then? You can't leave your men!"
He �mmed�ately gave orders to count the lamps. In the morn�ng three
hundred and twenty-two had been d�str�buted, and now only two
hundred and f�fty-f�ve could be found; but several men acknowledged
that �n the hustl�ng and pan�c they had dropped the�rs and left them
beh�nd. An attempt was made to call over the men, but �t was
�mposs�ble to establ�sh the exact number. Some of the m�ners had
gone away, others d�d not hear the�r names. No one was agreed as
to the number of the m�ss�ng mates. It m�ght be twenty, perhaps forty.
And the eng�neer could only make out one th�ng w�th certa�nty: there
were men down below, for the�r yells could be d�st�ngu�shed through
the sound of the water and the fallen scaffold�ng, on lean�ng over the
mouth of the shaft.
Négrel's f�rst care was to send for M. Hennebeau, and to try to close
the p�t; but �t was already too late. The coll�ers who had rushed to the
Deux-Cent-Quarante settlement, as though pursued by the crack�ng
tubb�ng, had fr�ghtened the fam�l�es; and bands of women, old men,
and l�ttle ones came runn�ng up, shaken by cr�es and sobs. They had
to be pushed back, and a l�ne of overseers was formed to keep them
off, for they would have �nterfered w�th the operat�ons. Many of the
men who had come up from the shaft rema�ned there stup�dly
w�thout th�nk�ng of chang�ng the�r clothes, r�veted by fear before th�s



terr�ble hole �n wh�ch they had nearly rema�ned for ever. The women,
rush�ng w�ldly around them, �mplored them for names. Was So-and-
so among them? and that one? and th�s one? They d�d not know,
they stammered; they shuddered terr�bly, and made gestures l�ke
madmen, gestures wh�ch seemed to be push�ng away some
abom�nable v�s�on wh�ch was always present to them. The crowd
rap�dly �ncreased, and lamentat�ons arose from the roads. And up
there on the p�t-bank, �n Bonnemort's cab�n, on the ground was
seated a man, Souvar�ne, who had not gone away, who was look�ng
on.
"The names! the names!" cr�ed the women, w�th vo�ces choked by
tears.
Négrel appeared for a moment, and sa�d hurr�edly:
"As soon as we know the names they shall be g�ven out, but noth�ng
�s lost so far: every one w�ll be saved. I am go�ng down."
Then, s�lent w�th angu�sh, the crowd wa�ted. The eng�neer, �n fact,
w�th qu�et courage was prepar�ng to go down. He had had the cage
unfastened, g�v�ng orders to replace �t at the end of the cable by a
tub; and as he feared that the water would ext�ngu�sh h�s lamp, he
had another fastened beneath the tub, wh�ch would protect �t.
Several capta�ns, trembl�ng and w�th wh�te, d�sturbed faces, ass�sted
�n these preparat�ons.
"You w�ll come w�th me, Dansaert," sa�d Négrel, abruptly.
Then, when he saw them all w�thout courage, and that the head
capta�n was totter�ng, g�ddy w�th terror, he pushed h�m as�de w�th a
movement of contempt.
"No, you w�ll be �n my way. I would rather go alone."
He was already �n the narrow bucket, wh�ch swayed at the end of the
cable; and hold�ng h�s lamp �n one hand and the s�gnal-cord �n the
other, he shouted to the eng�ne-man:
"Gently!"



The eng�ne set the drums �n movement, and Négrel d�sappeared �n
the gulf, from wh�ch the yells of the wretches below st�ll arose.
At the upper part noth�ng had moved. He found that the tubb�ng here
was �n good cond�t�on. Balanced �n the m�ddle of the shaft he l�ghted
up the walls as he turned round; the leaks between the jo�nts were
so sl�ght that h�s lamp d�d not suffer. But at three hundred metres,
when he reached the lower tubb�ng, the lamp was ext�ngu�shed, as
he expected, for a jet had f�lled the tub. After that he was only able to
see by the hang�ng lamp wh�ch preceded h�m �n the darkness, and,
�n sp�te of h�s courage, he shuddered and turned pale �n the face of
the horror of the d�saster. A few p�eces of t�mber alone rema�ned; the
others had fallen �n w�th the�r frames. Beh�nd, enormous cav�t�es had
been hollowed out, and the yellow sand, as f�ne as flour, was flow�ng
�n cons�derable masses; wh�le the waters of the Torrent, that
subterranean sea w�th �ts unknown tempests and sh�pwrecks, were
d�scharg�ng �n a flow l�ke a we�r. He went down lower, lost �n the
m�dst of these chasms wh�ch cont�nued to mult�ply, beaten and
turned round by the waterspout of the spr�ngs, so badly l�ghted by
the red star of the lamp mov�ng on below, that he seemed to
d�st�ngu�sh the roads and squares of some destroyed town far away
�n the play of the great mov�ng shadows. No human work was any
longer poss�ble. H�s only rema�n�ng hope was to attempt to save the
men �n per�l. As he sank down he heard the cr�es becom�ng louder,
and he was obl�ged to stop; an �mpassable obstacle barred the shaft
—a mass of scaffold�ng, the broken jo�sts of the gu�des, the spl�t
bratt�ces entangled w�th the metal-work torn from the pump. As he
looked on for a long t�me w�th ach�ng heart, the yell�ng suddenly
ceased. No doubt, the rap�d r�se of the water had forced the
wretches to flee �nto the galler�es, �f, �ndeed, the flood had not
already f�lled the�r mouths.
Négrel res�gned h�mself to pull�ng the s�gnal-cord as a s�gn to draw
up. Then he had h�mself stopped aga�n. He could not conce�ve the
cause of th�s sudden acc�dent. He w�shed to �nvest�gate �t, and
exam�ned those p�eces of the tubb�ng wh�ch were st�ll �n place. At a
d�stance the tears and cuts �n the wood had surpr�sed h�m. H�s lamp,
drowned �n dampness, was go�ng out, and, touch�ng w�th h�s f�ngers,



he clearly recogn�zed the marks of the saw and of the w�mble—the
whole abom�nable labour of destruct�on. Ev�dently th�s catastrophe
had been �ntent�onally produced. He was stupef�ed, and the p�eces
of t�mber, crack�ng and fall�ng down w�th the�r frames �n a last sl�de,
nearly carr�ed h�m w�th them. H�s courage fled. The thought of the
man who had done that made h�s ha�r stand on end, and froze h�m
w�th a supernatural fear of ev�l, as though, m�xed w�th the darkness,
the men were st�ll there pay�ng for h�s �mmeasurable cr�me. He
shouted and shook the cord fur�ously; and �t was, �ndeed, t�me, for he
perce�ved that the upper tubb�ng, a hundred metres h�gher, was �n �ts
turn beg�nn�ng to move. The jo�nts were open�ng, los�ng the�r oakum
caulk�ng, and streams were rush�ng through. It was now only a
quest�on of hours before the tubb�ng would all fall down.
At the surface M. Hennebeau was anx�ously wa�t�ng for Négrel.
"Well, what?" he asked.
But the eng�neer was choked, and could not speak; he felt fa�nt.
"It �s not poss�ble; such a th�ng was never seen. Have you
exam�ned?"
He nodded w�th a caut�ous look. He refused to talk �n the presence of
some capta�ns who were l�sten�ng, and led h�s uncle ten metres
away, and not th�nk�ng th�s far enough, drew st�ll farther back; then,
�n a low wh�sper, he at last told of the outrage, the torn and sawn
planks, the p�t bleed�ng at the neck and groan�ng. Turn�ng pale, the
manager also lowered h�s vo�ce, w�th that �nst�nct�ve need of s�lence
�n face of the monstros�ty of great org�es and great cr�mes. It was
useless to look as though they were trembl�ng before the ten
thousand Montsou men; later on they would see. And they both
cont�nued wh�sper�ng, overcome at the thought that a man had had
the courage to go down, to hang �n the m�dst of space, to r�sk h�s l�fe
twenty t�mes over �n h�s terr�ble task. They could not even
understand th�s mad courage �n destruct�on; they refused to bel�eve,
�n sp�te of the ev�dence, just as we doubt those stor�es of celebrated
escapes of pr�soners who fly through w�ndows th�rty metres above
the ground.



When M. Hennebeau came back to the capta�ns a nervous spasm
was draw�ng h�s face. He made a gesture of despa�r, and gave
orders that the m�ne should be evacuated at once. It was a k�nd of
funeral process�on, �n s�lent abandonment, w�th glances thrown back
at those great masses of br�cks, empty and st�ll stand�ng, but wh�ch
noth�ng henceforth could save.
And as the manager and the eng�neer came down last from the
rece�v�ng-room, the crowd met them w�th �ts clamour, repeat�ng
obst�nately:
"The names! the names! Tell us the names!"
Maheude was now there, among the women. She recollected the
no�se �n the n�ght; her daughter and the lodger must have gone away
together, and they were certa�nly down at the bottom. And after
hav�ng cr�ed that �t was a good th�ng, that they deserved to stay
there, the heartless cowards, she had run up, and was stand�ng �n
the f�rst row, trembl�ng w�th angu�sh. Bes�des, she no longer dared to
doubt; the d�scuss�on go�ng on around her �nformed her as to the
names of those who were down. Yes, yes, Cather�ne was among
them, Ét�enne also—a mate had seen them. But there was not
always agreement w�th regard to the others. No, not th�s one; on the
contrary, that one, perhaps Chaval, w�th whom, however, a trammer
declared that he had ascended. The Levaque and P�erronne,
although none of the�r people were �n danger, cr�ed out and lamented
as loudly as the others. Zachar�e, who had come up among the f�rst,
�n sp�te of h�s �ncl�nat�on to make fun of everyth�ng had weep�ngly
k�ssed h�s w�fe and mother, and rema�ned near the latter, qu�ver�ng,
and show�ng an unexpected degree of affect�on for h�s s�ster,
refus�ng to bel�eve that she was below so long as the bosses made
no author�tat�ve statement.
"The names! the names! For p�ty's sake, the names!"
Négrel, who was exhausted, shouted to the overseers:
"Can't you make them be st�ll? It's enough to k�ll one w�th vexat�on!
We don't know the names!"



Two hours passed away �n th�s manner. In the f�rst terror no one had
thought of the other shaft at the old Réqu�llart m�ne, M. Hennebeau
was about to announce that the rescue would be attempted from that
s�de, when a rumour ran round: f�ve men had just escaped the
�nundat�on by cl�mb�ng up the rotten ladders of the old unused
passage, and Father Mouque was named. Th�s caused surpr�se, for
no one knew he was below. But the narrat�ve of the f�ve who had
escaped �ncreased the weep�ng; f�fteen mates had not been able to
follow them, hav�ng gone astray, and been walled up by falls. And �t
was no longer poss�ble to ass�st them, for there were already ten
metres of water �n Réqu�llart. All the names were known, and the a�r
was f�lled w�th the groans of a slaughtered mult�tude.
"W�ll you make them be st�ll?" Négrel repeated fur�ously. "Make them
draw back! Yes, yes, to a hundred metres! There �s danger; push
them back, push them back!"
It was necessary to struggle aga�nst these poor people. They were
�mag�n�ng all sorts of m�sfortunes, and they had to be dr�ven away so
that the deaths m�ght be concealed; the capta�ns expla�ned to them
that the shaft would destroy the whole m�ne. Th�s �dea rendered
them mute w�th terror, and they at last allowed themselves to be
dr�ven back step by step; the guards, however, who kept them back
had to be doubled, for they were fasc�nated by the spot and
cont�nually returned. Thousands of people were hustl�ng each other
along the road; they were runn�ng up from all the settlements, and
even from Montsou. And the man above, on the p�t-bank, the fa�r
man w�th the g�rl�sh face, smoked c�garettes to occupy h�mself,
keep�ng h�s clear eyes f�xed on the p�t.
Then the wa�t began. It was m�dday; no one had eaten, but no one
moved away. In the m�sty sky, of a d�rty grey colour, rusty clouds
were slowly pass�ng by. A b�g dog, beh�nd Rasseneur's hedge, was
bark�ng fur�ously w�thout cessat�on, �rr�tated by the l�v�ng breath of
the crowd. And the crowd had gradually spread over the
ne�ghbour�ng ground, form�ng a c�rcle at a hundred metres round the
p�t. The Voreux arose �n the centre of the great space. There was not
a soul there, not a sound; �t was a desert. The w�ndows and the
doors, left open, showed the abandonment w�th�n; a forgotten g�nger



cat, d�v�n�ng the per�l �n th�s sol�tude, jumped from a sta�rcase and
d�sappeared. No doubt the stoves of the bo�lers were scarcely
ext�ngu�shed, for the tall br�ck ch�mney gave out a l�ght smoke
beneath the dark clouds; wh�le the weathercock on the steeple
creaked �n the w�nd w�th a short, shr�ll cry, the only melancholy vo�ce
of these vast bu�ld�ngs wh�ch were about to d�e.
At two o'clock noth�ng had moved, M. Hennebeau, Négrel, and other
eng�neers who had hastened up, formed a group �n black coats and
hats stand�ng �n front of the crowd; and they, too, d�d not move away,
though the�r legs were ach�ng w�th fat�gue, and they were fever�sh
and �ll at the�r �mpotence �n the face of such a d�saster, only
wh�sper�ng occas�onal words as though at a dy�ng person's beds�de.
The upper tubb�ng must nearly all have fallen �n, for sudden echo�ng
sounds could be heard as of deep broken falls, succeeded by
s�lence. The wound was constantly enlarg�ng; the landsl�p wh�ch had
begun below was r�s�ng and approach�ng the surface. Négrel was
se�zed by nervous �mpat�ence; he wanted to see, and he was
already advanc�ng alone �nto th�s awful vo�d when he was se�zed by
the shoulders. What was the good? he could prevent noth�ng. An old
m�ner, however, c�rcumvent�ng the overseers, rushed �nto the shed;
but he qu�etly reappeared, he had gone for h�s sabots.
Three o'clock struck. St�ll noth�ng. A fall�ng shower had soaked the
crowd, but they had not w�thdrawn a step. Rasseneur's dog had
begun to bark aga�n. And �t was at twenty m�nutes past three only
that the f�rst shock was felt. The Voreux trembled, but cont�nued sol�d
and upr�ght. Then a second shock followed �mmed�ately, and a long
cry came from open mouths; the tarred screen�ng-shed, after hav�ng
tottered tw�ce, had fallen down w�th a terr�ble crash. Beneath the
enormous pressure the structures broke and jarred each other so
powerfully that sparks leapt out. From th�s moment the earth
cont�nued to tremble, the shocks succeeded one another,
subterranean downfalls, the rumbl�ng of a volcano �n erupt�on. Afar
the dog was no longer bark�ng, but he howled pla�nt�vely as though
announc�ng the osc�llat�ons wh�ch he felt com�ng; and the women,
the ch�ldren, all these people who were look�ng on, could not keep
back a clamour of d�stress at each of these blows wh�ch shook them.



In less than ten m�nutes the slate roof of the steeple fell �n, the
rece�v�ng-room and the eng�ne-rooms were spl�t open, leav�ng a
cons�derable breach. Then the sounds ceased, the downfall stopped,
and there was aga�n deep s�lence.
For an hour the Voreux rema�ned thus, broken �nto, as though
bombarded by an army of barbar�ans. There was no more cry�ng out;
the enlarged c�rcle of spectators merely looked on. Beneath the
p�led-up beams of the s�ft�ng-shed, fractured t�pp�ng cradles could be
made out w�th broken and tw�sted hoppers. But the rubb�sh had
espec�ally accumulated at the rece�v�ng-room, where there had been
a ra�n of br�cks, and large port�ons of wall and masses of plaster had
fallen �n. The �ron scaffold wh�ch bore the pulleys had bent, half-
bur�ed �n the p�t; a cage was st�ll suspended, a torn cable-end was
hang�ng; then there was a hash of trams, metal plates, and ladders.
By some chance the lamp cab�n rema�ned stand�ng, exh�b�t�ng on the
left �ts br�ght rows of l�ttle lamps. And at the end of �ts d�sembowelled
chamber, the eng�ne could be seen seated squarely on �ts mass�ve
foundat�on of masonry; �ts copper was sh�n�ng and �ts huge steel
l�mbs seemed to possess �ndestruct�ble muscles. The enormous
crank, bent �n the a�r, looked l�ke the powerful knee of some g�ant
qu�etly repos�ng �n h�s strength.
After th�s hour of resp�te, M. Hennebeau's hopes began to r�se. The
movement of the so�l must have come to an end, and there would be
some chance of sav�ng the eng�ne and the rema�nder of the
bu�ld�ngs. But he would not yet allow any one to approach,
cons�der�ng another half-hour's pat�ence des�rable. Th�s wa�t�ng
became unbearable; the hope �ncreased the angu�sh and all hearts
were beat�ng qu�ckly. A dark cloud, grow�ng large at the hor�zon,
hastened the tw�l�ght, a s�n�ster dayfall over th�s wreck of earth's
tempests. S�nce seven o'clock they had been there w�thout mov�ng
or eat�ng.
And suddenly, as the eng�neers were caut�ously advanc�ng, a
supreme convuls�on of the so�l put them to fl�ght. Subterranean
detonat�ons broke out; a whole monstrous art�llery was cannonad�ng
�n the gulf. At the surface, the last bu�ld�ngs were t�pped over and
crushed. At f�rst a sort of wh�rlpool carr�ed away the rubb�sh from the



s�ft�ng-shed and the rece�v�ng-room. Next, the bo�ler bu�ld�ng burst
and d�sappeared. Then �t was the low square tower, where the
pump�ng-eng�ne was groan�ng, wh�ch fell on �ts face l�ke a man
mown down by a bullet. And then a terr�ble th�ng was seen; the
eng�ne, d�slocated from �ts mass�ve foundat�on, w�th broken l�mbs
was struggl�ng aga�nst death; �t moved, �t stra�ghtened �ts crank, �ts
g�ant's knee, as though to r�se; but, crushed and swallowed up, �t
was dy�ng. The ch�mney alone, th�rty metres h�gh, st�ll rema�ned
stand�ng, though shaken, l�ke a mast �n the tempest. It was thought
that �t would be crushed to fragments and fly to powder, when
suddenly �t sank �n one block, drunk down by the earth, melted l�ke a
colossal candle; and noth�ng was left, not even the po�nt of the
l�ghtn�ng conductor. It was done for; the ev�l beast crouch�ng �n th�s
hole, gorged w�th human flesh, was no longer breath�ng w�th �ts th�ck,
long resp�rat�on. The Voreux had been swallowed whole by the
abyss.
The crowd rushed away yell�ng. The women h�d the�r eyes as they
ran. Terror drove the men along l�ke a p�le of dry leaves. They
w�shed not to shout and they shouted, w�th swollen breasts, and
arms �n the a�r, before the �mmense hole wh�ch had been hollowed
out. Th�s crater, as of an ext�nct volcano, f�fteen metres deep,
extended from the road to the canal for a space of at least forty
metres. The whole square of the m�ne had followed the bu�ld�ngs, the
g�gant�c platforms, the foot-br�dges w�th the�r ra�ls, a complete tra�n of
trams, three wagons; w�thout count�ng the wood supply, a forest of
cut t�mber, gulped down l�ke straw. At the bottom �t was only poss�ble
to d�st�ngu�sh a confused mass of beams, br�cks, �ron, plaster,
fr�ghtful rema�ns, p�led up, entangled, so�led �n the fury of the
catastrophe. And the hole became larger, cracks started from the
edges, reach�ng afar, across the f�elds. A f�ssure ascended as far as
Rasseneur's bar, and h�s front wall had cracked. Would the
settlement �tself pass �nto �t? How far ought they to flee to reach
shelter at the end of th�s abom�nable day, beneath th�s leaden cloud
wh�ch also seemed about to crush the earth?
A cry of pa�n escaped Négrel. M. Hennebeau, who had drawn back,
was �n tears. The d�saster was not complete; one bank of the canal



gave way, and the canal empt�ed �tself l�ke one bubbl�ng sheet
through one of the cracks. It d�sappeared there, fall�ng l�ke a cataract
down a deep valley. The m�ne drank down th�s r�ver; the galler�es
would now be submerged for years. Soon the crater was f�lled and a
lake of muddy water occup�ed the place where once stood the
Voreux, l�ke one of those lakes beneath wh�ch sleep accursed towns.
There was a terr�f�ed s�lence, and noth�ng now could be heard but
the fall of th�s water rumbl�ng �n the bowels of the earth.
Then on the shaken p�t-bank Souvar�ne rose up. He had recogn�zed
Maheude and Zachar�e sobb�ng before th�s downfall, the we�ght of
wh�ch was so heavy on the heads of the wretches who were �n
agony beneath. And he threw down h�s last c�garette; he went away,
w�thout look�ng back, �nto the now dark n�ght. Afar h�s shadow
d�m�n�shed and m�ngled w�th the darkness. He was go�ng over there,
to the unknown. He was go�ng tranqu�lly to exterm�nat�on, wherever
there m�ght be dynam�te to blow up towns and men. He w�ll be there,
w�thout doubt, when the m�ddle class �n agony shall hear the
pavement of the streets burst�ng up beneath the�r feet.

CHAPTER IV

On the n�ght that followed the collapse of the Voreux M. Hennebeau
started for Par�s, w�sh�ng to �nform the d�rectors �n person before the
newspapers publ�shed the news. And when he returned on the
follow�ng day he appeared to be qu�te calm, w�th h�s usual correct
adm�n�strat�ve a�r. He had ev�dently freed h�mself from respons�b�l�ty;
he d�d not appear to have decreased �n favour. On the contrary, the
decree appo�nt�ng h�m off�cer of the Leg�on of Honour was s�gned
twenty-four hours afterwards.
But �f the manager rema�ned safe, the Company was totter�ng
beneath the terr�ble blow. It was not the few m�ll�on francs that had
been lost, �t was the wound �n the flank, the deep �ncessant fear of
the morrow �n face of th�s massacre of one of the�r m�nes. The



Company was so �mpressed that once more �t felt the need of
s�lence. What was the good of st�rr�ng up th�s abom�nat�on? If the
v�lla�n were d�scovered, why make a martyr of h�m �n order that h�s
awful hero�sm m�ght turn other heads, and g�ve b�rth to a long l�ne of
�ncend�ar�es and murderers? Bes�des, the real culpr�t was not
suspected. The Company came to th�nk that there was an army of
accompl�ces, not be�ng able to bel�eve that a s�ngle man could have
had courage and strength for such a task; and �t was prec�sely th�s
thought wh�ch we�ghed on them, th�s thought of an ever-�ncreas�ng
threat to the ex�stence of the�r m�nes. The manager had rece�ved
orders to organ�ze a vast system of esp�onage, and then to d�sm�ss
qu�etly, one by one, the dangerous men who were suspected of
hav�ng had a hand �n the cr�me. They contented themselves w�th th�s
method of pur�f�cat�on—a prudent and pol�t�c method.
There was only one �mmed�ate d�sm�ssal, that of Dansaert, the head
capta�n. Ever s�nce the scandal at P�erronne's house he had become
�mposs�ble. A pretext was made of h�s att�tude �n danger, the
coward�ce of a capta�n abandon�ng h�s men. Th�s was also a prudent
sop thrown to the m�ners, who hated h�m.
Among the publ�c, however, many rumours had c�rculated, and the
d�rectors had to send a letter of correct�on to one newspaper,
contrad�ct�ng a story �n wh�ch ment�on was made of a barrel of
powder l�ghted by the str�kers. After a rap�d �nqu�ry the Government
�nspector had concluded that there had been a natural rupture of the
tubb�ng, occas�oned by the p�l�ng up of the so�l; and the Company
had preferred to be s�lent, and to accept the blame of a lack of
super�ntendence. In the Par�s press, after the th�rd day, the
catastrophe had served to �ncrease the stock of general news;
noth�ng was talked of but the men per�sh�ng at the bottom of the
m�ne, and the telegrams publ�shed every morn�ng were eagerly read.
At Montsou people grew pale and speechless at the very name of
the Voreux, and a legend had formed wh�ch made the boldest
tremble as they wh�spered �t. The whole country showed great p�ty
for the v�ct�ms; v�s�ts were organ�zed to the destroyed p�t, and whole
fam�l�es hastened up to shudder at the ru�ns wh�ch lay so heav�ly
over the heads of the bur�ed wretches.



Deneul�n, who had been appo�nted d�v�s�onal eng�neer, came �nto the
m�dst of the d�saster on beg�nn�ng h�s dut�es; and h�s f�rst care was to
turn the canal back �nto �ts bed, for th�s torrent �ncreased the damage
every hour. Extens�ve works were necessary, and he at once set a
hundred men to construct a dyke. Tw�ce over the �mpetuos�ty of the
stream carr�ed away the f�rst dams. Now pumps were set up and a
fur�ous struggle was go�ng on; step by step the van�shed so�l was
be�ng v�olently reconquered.
But the rescue of the engulfed m�ners was a st�ll more absorb�ng
work. Négrel was appo�nted to attempt a supreme effort, and arms
were not lack�ng to help h�m; all the coll�ers rushed to offer
themselves �n an outburst of brotherhood. They forgot the str�ke,
they d�d not trouble themselves at all about payment; they m�ght get
noth�ng, they only asked to r�sk the�r l�ves as soon as there were
mates �n danger of death. They were all there w�th the�r tools,
qu�ver�ng as they wa�ted to know where they ought to str�ke. Many of
them, s�ck w�th fr�ght after the acc�dent, shaken by nervous tremors,
soaked �n cold sweats, and the prey of cont�nual n�ghtmares, got up
�n sp�te of everyth�ng, and were as eager as any �n the�r des�re to
f�ght aga�nst the earth, as though they had a revenge to take on �t.
Unfortunately, the d�ff�culty began when the quest�on arose, What
could be done? how could they go down? from what s�de could they
attack the rocks?
Négrel's op�n�on was that not one of the unfortunate people was
al�ve; the f�fteen had surely per�shed, drowned or suffocated. But �n
these m�ne catastrophes the rule �s always to assume that bur�ed
men are al�ve, and he acted on th�s suppos�t�on. The f�rst problem
wh�ch he proposed to h�mself was to dec�de where they could have
taken refuge. The capta�ns and old m�ners whom he consulted were
agreed on one po�nt: �n the face of the r�s�ng water the men had
certa�nly come up from gallery to gallery to the h�ghest cutt�ngs, so
that they were, w�thout doubt, dr�ven to the end of some upper
passages. Th�s agreed w�th Father Mouque's �nformat�on, and h�s
confused narrat�ve even gave reason to suppose that �n the w�ld
fl�ght the band had separated �nto smaller groups, leav�ng fug�t�ves
on the road at every level. But the capta�ns were not unan�mous



when the d�scuss�on of poss�ble attempts at rescue arose. As the
passages nearest to the surface were a hundred and f�fty metres
down, there could be no quest�on of s�nk�ng a shaft. Réqu�llart
rema�ned the one means of access, the only po�nt by wh�ch they
could approach. The worst was that the old p�t, now also �nundated,
no longer commun�cated w�th the Voreux; and above the level of the
water only a few ends of galler�es belong�ng to the f�rst level were left
free. The pump�ng process would requ�re years, and the best plan
would be to v�s�t these galler�es and ascerta�n �f any of them
approached the submerged passages at the end of wh�ch the
d�stressed m�ners were suspected to be. Before log�cally arr�v�ng at
th�s po�nt, much d�scuss�on had been necessary to d�spose of a
crowd of �mpract�cable plans.
Négrel now began to st�r up the dust of the arch�ves; he d�scovered
the old plans of the two p�ts, stud�ed them, and dec�ded on the po�nts
at wh�ch the�r �nvest�gat�ons ought to be carr�ed on. Gradually th�s
hunt exc�ted h�m; he was, �n h�s turn, se�zed by a fever of devot�on, �n
sp�te of h�s �ron�cal �nd�fference to men and th�ngs. The f�rst d�ff�culty
was �n go�ng down at Réqu�llart; �t was necessary to clear out the
rubb�sh from the mouth of the shaft, to cut down the mounta�n ash,
and raze the sloes and the hawthorns; they had also to repa�r the
ladders. Then they began to feel around. The eng�neer, hav�ng gone
down w�th ten workmen, made them str�ke the �ron of the�r tools
aga�nst certa�n parts of the seam wh�ch he po�nted out to them; and
�n deep s�lence they each placed an ear to the coal, l�sten�ng for any
d�stant blows to reply. But they went �n va�n through every
pract�cable gallery; no echo returned to them. The�r embarrassment
�ncreased. At what spot should they cut �nto the bed? Towards whom
should they go, s�nce no once appeared to be there? They pers�sted
�n seek�ng, however, notw�thstand�ng the exhaust�on produced by
the�r grow�ng anx�ety.
On the f�rst day, Maheude came �n the morn�ng to Réqu�llart. She sat
down on a beam �n front of the shaft, and d�d not st�r from �t t�ll
even�ng. When a man came up, she rose and quest�oned h�m w�th
her eyes: Noth�ng? No, noth�ng! And she sat down aga�n, and wa�ted
st�ll, w�thout a word, w�th hard, f�xed face. Jeanl�n also, see�ng that



h�s den was �nvaded, prowled around w�th the fr�ghtened a�r of a
beast of prey whose burrow w�ll betray h�s booty. He thought of the
l�ttle sold�er ly�ng beneath the rocks, fear�ng lest they should trouble
h�s sound sleep; but that s�de of the m�ne was beneath the water,
and, bes�des, the�r �nvest�gat�ons were d�rected more to the left, �n
the west gallery. At f�rst, Ph�loméne had also come, accompany�ng
Zachar�e, who was one of the gang; then she became wear�ed at
catch�ng cold, w�thout need or result, and went back to the
settlement, dragg�ng through her days, a l�mp, �nd�fferent woman,
occup�ed from morn�ng to n�ght �n cough�ng. Zachar�e on the
contrary, l�ved for noth�ng else; he would have devoured the so�l to
get back h�s s�ster. At n�ght he shouted out that he saw, her, he
heard her, very lean from hunger, her chest sore w�th call�ng for help.
Tw�ce he had tr�ed to d�g w�thout orders, say�ng that �t was there, that
he was sure of �t. The eng�neer would not let h�m go down any more,
and he would not go away from the p�t, from wh�ch he was dr�ven off;
he could not even s�t down and wa�t near h�s mother, he was so
deeply st�rred by the need to act, wh�ch drove h�m constantly on.
It was the th�rd day. Négrel, �n despa�r, had resolved to abandon the
attempt �n the even�ng. At m�dday, after lunch, when he came back
w�th h�s men to make one last effort, he was surpr�sed to see
Zachar�e, red and gest�culat�ng, come out of the m�ne shout�ng:
"She's there! She's repl�ed to me! Come along, qu�ckly!"
He had sl�d down the ladders, �n sp�te of the watchman, and was
declar�ng that he had heard hammer�ng over there, �n the f�rst
passage of the Gu�llaume seam.
"But we have already been tw�ce �n that d�rect�on," Négrel observed,
scept�cally. "Anyhow, we'll go and see."
Maheude had r�sen, and had to be prevented from go�ng down. She
wa�ted, stand�ng at the edge of the shaft, gaz�ng down �nto the
darkness of the hole.
Négrel, down below, h�mself struck three blows, at long �ntervals. He
then appl�ed h�s ear to the coal, caut�on�ng the workers to be very
s�lent. Not a sound reached h�m, and he shook h�s head; ev�dently



the poor lad was dream�ng. In a fury, Zachar�e struck �n h�s turn, and
l�stened anew w�th br�ght eyes, and l�mbs trembl�ng w�th joy. Then
the other workmen tr�ed the exper�ment, one after the other, and all
grew an�mated, hear�ng the d�stant reply qu�te clearly. The eng�neer
was aston�shed; he aga�n appl�ed h�s ear, and was at last able to
catch a sound of aer�al softness, a rhythm�cal roll scarcely to be
d�st�ngu�shed, the well-known cadence beaten by the m�ners when
they are f�ght�ng aga�nst the coal �n the m�dst of danger. The coal
transm�ts the sound w�th crystall�ne l�mp�d�ty for a very great
d�stance. A capta�n who was there est�mated that the th�ckness of
the block wh�ch separated them from the�r mates could not be less
than f�fty metres. But �t seemed as �f they could already stretch out a
hand to them, and general gladness broke out. Négrel dec�ded to
beg�n at once the work of approach.
When Zachar�e, up above, saw Maheude aga�n, they embraced
each other.
"It won't do to get exc�ted," P�erronne, who had come for a v�s�t of
�nqu�s�t�veness, was cruel enough to say. "If Cather�ne �sn't there, �t
would be such a gr�ef afterwards!"
That was true; Cather�ne m�ght be somewhere else.
"Just leave me alone, w�ll you? Damn �t!" cr�ed Zachar�e �n a rage.
"She's there; I know �t!"
Maheude sat down aga�n �n s�lence, w�th mot�onless face, cont�nu�ng
to wa�t.
As soon as the story was spread at Montsou, a new crowd arr�ved.
Noth�ng was to be seen; but they rema�ned there all the same, and
had to be kept at a d�stance. Down below, the work went on day and
n�ght. For fear of meet�ng an obstacle, the eng�neer had had three
descend�ng galler�es opened �n the seam, converg�ng to the po�nt
where the enclosed m�ners were supposed to be. Only one p�keman
could hew at the coal on the narrow face of the tube; he was rel�eved
every two hours, and the coal p�led �n baskets was passed up, from
hand to hand, by a cha�n of men, �ncreased as the hole was



hollowed out. The work at f�rst proceeded very qu�ckly; they d�d s�x
metres a day.
Zachar�e had secured a place among the workers chosen for the
hew�ng. It was a post of honour wh�ch was d�sputed over, and he
became fur�ous when they w�shed to rel�eve h�m after h�s regulat�on
two hours of labour. He robbed h�s mates of the�r turn, and refused to
let go the p�ck. H�s gallery was soon �n advance of the others. He
fought aga�nst the coal so f�ercely that h�s breath could be heard
com�ng from the tube l�ke the roar of a forge w�th�n h�s breast. When
he came out, black and muddy, d�zzy w�th fat�gue, he fell to the
ground and had to be wrapped up �n a cover�ng. Then, st�ll totter�ng,
he plunged back aga�n, and the struggle began anew—the low, deep
blows, the st�fled groans, the v�ctor�ous fury of massacre. The worst
was that the coal now became hard; he tw�ce broke h�s tool, and was
exasperated that he could not get on so fast. He suffered also from
the heat, wh�ch �ncreased w�th every metre of advance, and was
unbearable at the end of th�s narrow hole where the a�r could not
c�rculate. A hand vent�lator worked well, but aerat�on was so
�nadequate that on three occas�ons �t was necessary to take out
fa�nt�ng hewers who were be�ng asphyx�ated.
Négrel l�ved below w�th h�s men. H�s meals were sent down to h�m,
and he somet�mes slept for a couple of hours on a truss of straw,
rolled �n a cloak. The one th�ng that kept them up was the
suppl�cat�on of the wretches beyond, the call wh�ch was sounded
ever more d�st�nctly to hasten on the rescue. It now rang very clearly
w�th a mus�cal sonor�ty, as though struck on the plates of a
harmon�ca. It led them on; they advanced to th�s crystall�ne sound as
men advance to the sound of cannon �n battle. Every t�me that a
p�keman was rel�eved, Négrel went down and struck, then appl�ed
h�s ear; and every t�me, so far, the reply had come, rap�d and urgent.
He had no doubt rema�n�ng; they were advanc�ng �n the r�ght
d�rect�on, but w�th what fatal slowness! They would never arr�ve soon
enough. On the f�rst two days they had �ndeed hewn through th�rteen
metres; but on the th�rd day they fell to f�ve, and then on the fourth to
three. The coal was becom�ng closer and harder, to such an extent
that they now w�th d�ff�culty struck through two metres. On the n�nth



day, after superhuman efforts, they had advanced th�rty-two metres,
and calculated that some twenty must st�ll be left before them. For
the pr�soners �t was the beg�nn�ng of the twelfth day; twelve t�mes
over had they passed twenty-four hours w�thout bread, w�thout f�re,
�n that �cy darkness! Th�s awful �dea mo�stened the eyel�ds and
st�ffened the arm of the workers. It seemed �mposs�ble that
Chr�st�ans could l�ve longer. The d�stant blows had become weaker
s�nce the prev�ous day, and every moment they trembled lest they
should stop.
Maheude came regularly every morn�ng to s�t at the mouth of the
shaft. In her arms she brought Estelle, who could not rema�n alone
from morn�ng to n�ght. Hour by hour she followed the workers,
shar�ng the�r hopes and fears. There was fever�sh expectat�on
among the groups stand�ng around, and even as far as Montsou,
w�th endless d�scuss�on. Every heart �n the d�str�ct was beat�ng down
there beneath the earth.
On the n�nth day, at the breakfast hour, no reply came from Zachar�e
when he was called for the relay. He was l�ke a madman, work�ng on
fur�ously w�th oaths. Négrel, who had come up for a moment, was
not there to make h�m obey, and only a capta�n and three m�ners
were below. No doubt Zachar�e, �nfur�ated w�th the feeble vac�llat�ng
l�ght, wh�ch delayed h�s work, comm�tted the �mprudence of open�ng
h�s lamp, although severe orders had been g�ven, for leakages of
f�re-damp had taken place, and the gas rema�ned �n enormous
masses �n these narrow, unvent�lated passages. Suddenly, a roar of
thunder was heard, and a spout of f�re darted out of the tube as from
the mouth of a cannon charged w�th grapeshot. Everyth�ng flamed
up and the a�r caught f�re l�ke powder, from one end of the galler�es
to the other. Th�s torrent of flame carr�ed away the capta�n and three
workers, ascended the p�t, and leapt up to the dayl�ght �n an erupt�on
wh�ch spl�t the rocks and the ru�ns around. The �nqu�s�t�ve fled, and
Maheude arose, press�ng the fr�ghtened Estelle to her breast.
When Négrel and the men came back they were se�zed by a terr�ble
rage. They struck the�r heels on the earth as on a stepmother who
was k�ll�ng her ch�ldren at random �n the �mbec�le wh�ms of her
cruelty. They were devot�ng themselves, they were com�ng to the



help of the�r mates, and st�ll they must lose some of the�r men! After
three long hours of effort and danger they reached the galler�es once
more, and the melancholy ascent of the v�ct�ms took place. Ne�ther
the capta�n nor the workers were dead, but they were covered by
awful wounds wh�ch gave out an odour of gr�lled flesh; they had
drunk of f�re, the burns had got �nto the�r throats, and they constantly
moaned and prayed to be f�n�shed off. One of the three m�ners was
the man who had smashed the pump at Gaston-Mar�e w�th a f�nal
blow of the shovel dur�ng the str�ke; the two others st�ll had scars on
the�r hands, and grazed, torn f�ngers from the energy w�th wh�ch they
had thrown br�cks at the sold�ers. The pale and shudder�ng crowd
took off the�r hats when they were carr�ed by.
Maheude stood wa�t�ng. Zachar�e's body at last appeared. The
clothes were burnt, the body was noth�ng but black charcoal,
calc�ned and unrecogn�zable. The head had been smashed by the
explos�on and no longer ex�sted. And when these awful rema�ns
were placed on a stretcher, Maheude followed them mechan�cally,
her burn�ng eyel�ds w�thout a tear. W�th Estelle drows�ly ly�ng �n her
arms, she went along, a trag�c f�gure, her ha�r lashed by the w�nd. At
the settlement Ph�loméne seemed stup�d; her eyes were turned �nto
founta�ns and she was qu�ckly rel�eved. But the mother had already
returned w�th the same step to Réqu�llart; she had accompan�ed her
son, she was return�ng to wa�t for her daughter.
Three more days passed by. The rescue work had been resumed
am�d �ncred�ble d�ff�cult�es. The galler�es of approach had fortunately
not fallen after the f�re-damp explos�on; but the a�r was so heavy and
so v�t�ated that more vent�lators had to be �nstalled. Every twenty
m�nutes the p�kemen rel�eved one another. They were advanc�ng;
scarcely two metres separated them from the�r mates. But now they
worked feel�ng cold at the�r hearts, str�k�ng hard only out of
vengeance; for the no�ses had ceased, and the low, clear cadence of
the call no longer sounded. It was the twelfth day of the�r labours, the
f�fteenth s�nce the catastrophe; and s�nce the morn�ng there had
been a death-l�ke s�lence.
The new acc�dent �ncreased the cur�os�ty at Montsou, and the
�nhab�tants organ�zed excurs�ons w�th such sp�r�t that the Grégo�res



dec�ded to follow the fash�on. They arranged a party, and �t was
agreed that they should go to the Voreux �n the�r carr�age, wh�le
Madame Hennebeau took Luc�e and Jeanne there �n hers. Deneul�n
would show them over h�s yards and then they would return by
Réqu�llart, where Négrel would tell them the exact state of th�ngs �n
the galler�es, and �f there was st�ll hope. F�nally, they would d�ne
together �n the even�ng.
When the Grégo�res and the�r daughter Céc�le arr�ved at the ru�ned
m�ne, toward three o'clock, they found Madame Hennebeau already
there, �n a sea-blue dress, protect�ng herself under her parasol from
the pale February sun. The warmth of spr�ng was �n the clear sky. M.
Hennebeau was there w�th Deneul�n, and she was l�sten�ng, w�th
l�stless ear, to the account wh�ch the latter gave her of the efforts
wh�ch had been made to dam up the canal. Jeanne, who always
carr�ed a sketch-book w�th her, began to draw, carr�ed away by the
horror of the subject; wh�le Luc�e, seated bes�de her on the rema�ns
of a wagon, was cry�ng out w�th pleasure, and f�nd�ng �t awfully jolly.
The �ncomplete dam allowed numerous leaks, and frothy streams fell
�n a cascade down the enormous hole of the engulfed m�ne. The
crater was be�ng empt�ed, however, and the water, drunk by the
earth, was s�nk�ng, and reveal�ng the fearful ru�n at the bottom.
Beneath the tender azure of th�s beaut�ful day there lay a sewer, the
ru�ns of a town drowned and melted �n mud.
"And people come out of the�r way to see that!" excla�med M.
Grégo�re, d�s�llus�oned.
Céc�le, rosy w�th health and glad to breathe so pure an a�r, was
cheerfully jok�ng, wh�le Madame Hennebeau made a l�ttle gr�mace of
repugnance as she murmured:
"The fact �s, th�s �s not pretty at all."
The two eng�neers laughed. They tr�ed to �nterest the v�s�tors, tak�ng
them round and expla�n�ng to them the work�ng of the pumps and the
man�pulat�on of the stamper wh�ch drove �n the p�les. But the lad�es
became anx�ous. They shuddered when they knew that the pumps
would have to work for s�x or seven years before the shaft was
reconstructed and all the water exhausted from the m�ne. No, they



would rather th�nk of someth�ng else; th�s destruct�on was only good
to g�ve bad dreams.
"Let us go," sa�d Madame Hennebeau, turn�ng towards her carr�age.
Luc�e and Jeanne protested. What! so soon! and the draw�ng wh�ch
was not f�n�shed. They wanted to rema�n; the�r father would br�ng
them to d�nner �n the even�ng.
M. Hennebeau alone took h�s place w�th h�s w�fe �n the carr�age, for
he w�shed to quest�on Négrel.
"Very well! go on before," sa�d M. Grégo�re. "We w�ll follow you; we
have a l�ttle v�s�t of f�ve m�nutes to make over there at the settlement.
Go on, go on! we shall be at Réqu�llart as soon as you."
He got up beh�nd Madame Grégo�re and Céc�le, and wh�le the other
carr�age went along by the canal, the�rs gently ascended the slope.
The�r excurs�on was to be completed by a v�s�t of char�ty. Zachar�e's
death had f�lled them w�th p�ty for th�s trag�cal Maheu fam�ly, about
whom the whole country was talk�ng. They had no p�ty for the father,
that br�gand, that slayer of sold�ers, who had to be struck down l�ke a
wolf. But the mother touched them, that poor woman who had just
lost her son after hav�ng lost her husband, and whose daughter was
perhaps a corpse beneath the earth; to say noth�ng of an �nval�d
grandfather, a ch�ld who was lame as the result of a landsl�p, and a
l�ttle g�rl who d�ed of starvat�on dur�ng the str�ke. So that, though th�s
fam�ly had �n part deserved �ts m�sfortunes by the detestable sp�r�t �t
had shown, they had resolved to assert the breadth of the�r char�ty,
the�r des�re for forgetfulness and conc�l�at�on, by themselves br�ng�ng
on alms. Two parcels, carefully wrapped up, had been placed
beneath a seat of the carr�age.



An old woman po�nted out to the coachman Maheude's house, No.
16 �n the second block. But when the Grégo�res al�ghted w�th the
parcels, they knocked �n va�n; at last they struck the�r f�sts aga�nst
the door, st�ll w�thout reply; the house echoed mournfully, l�ke a
house empt�ed by gr�ef, frozen and dark, long s�nce abandoned.
"There's no one there," sa�d Céc�le, d�sappo�nted. "What a nu�sance!
What shall we do w�th all th�s?"
Suddenly the door of the next house opened, and the Levaque
woman appeared.
"Oh, s�r! I beg pardon, ma'am. Excuse me, m�ss. It's the ne�ghbour
that you want? She's not there; she's at Réqu�llart."
W�th a flow of words she told them the story, repeat�ng to them that
people must help one another, and that she was keep�ng Lénore and
Henr� �n her house to allow the mother to go and wa�t over there. Her
eyes had fallen on the parcels, and she began to talk about her poor
daughter, who had become a w�dow, d�splay�ng her own
wretchedness, wh�le her eyes shone w�th covetousness. Then, �n a
hes�tat�ng way, she muttered:
"I've got the key. If the lady and gentleman would really l�ke—— The
grandfather �s there."
The Grégo�res looked at her �n stupefact�on. What! The grandfather
was there! But no one had repl�ed. He was sleep�ng, then? And
when the Levaque made up her m�nd to open the door, what they
saw stopped them on the threshold. Bonnemort was there alone,
w�th large f�xed eyes, na�led to h�s cha�r �n front of the cold f�replace.
Around h�m the room appeared larger w�thout the clock or the
pol�shed deal furn�ture wh�ch formerly an�mated �t; there only
rema�ned aga�nst the green crud�ty of the walls the portra�ts of the
Emperor and Empress, whose rosy l�ps were sm�l�ng w�th off�c�al
benevolence. The old man d�d not st�r nor w�nk h�s eyel�ds beneath
the sudden l�ght from the door; he seemed �mbec�le, as though he
had not seen all these people come �n. At h�s feet lay h�s plate,
garn�shed w�th ashes, such as �s placed for cats for ordure.



"Don't m�nd �f he's not very pol�te," sa�d the Levaque woman,
obl�g�ngly. "Seems he's broken someth�ng �n h�s bra�n. It's a fortn�ght
s�nce he left off speak�ng."
But Bonnemort was shaken by some ag�tat�on, a deep scrap�ng
wh�ch seemed to ar�se from h�s belly, and he expectorated �nto the
plate a th�ck black expectorat�on. The ashes were soaked �nto a
coaly mud, all the coal of the m�ne wh�ch he drew from h�s chest. He
had already resumed h�s �mmob�l�ty. He st�rred no more, except at
�ntervals, to sp�t.
Uneasy, and w�th stomachs turned, the Grégo�res endeavoured to
utter a few fr�endly and encourag�ng words.
"Well, my good man," sa�d the father, "you have a cold, then?"
The old man, w�th h�s eyes to the wall, d�d not turn h�s head. And a
heavy s�lence fell once more.
"They ought to make you a l�ttle gruel," added the mother.
He preserved h�s mute st�ffness.
"I say, papa," murmured Céc�le, "they certa�nly told us he was an
�nval�d; only we d�d not th�nk of �t afterwards—"
She �nterrupted herself, much embarrassed. After hav�ng placed on
the table a pot-au-feu and two bottles of w�ne, she und�d the second
parcel and drew from �t a pa�r of enormous boots. It was the present
�ntended for the grandfather, and she held one boot �n each hand, �n
confus�on, contemplat�ng the poor man's swollen feet, wh�ch would
never walk aga�n.
"Eh! they come a l�ttle late, don't they, my worthy fellow?" sa�d M.
Grégo�re aga�n, to enl�ven the s�tuat�on. "It doesn't matter, they're
always useful."
Bonnemort ne�ther heard nor repl�ed, w�th h�s terr�ble face as cold
and as hard as a stone.
Then Céc�le furt�vely placed the boots aga�nst the wall. But �n sp�te of
her precaut�ons the na�ls clanked; and those enormous boots stood
oppress�vely �n the room.



"He won't say thank you," sa�d the Levaque woman, who had cast a
look of deep envy on the boots. "M�ght as well g�ve a pa�r of
spectacles to a duck, ask�ng your pardon."
She went on; she was try�ng to draw the Grégo�res �nto her own
house, where she hoped to ga�n the�r p�ty. At last she thought of a
pretext; she pra�sed Henr� and Lénore, who were so good, so gentle,
and so �ntell�gent, answer�ng l�ke angels the quest�ons that they were
asked. They would tell the lady and gentleman all that they w�shed to
know.
"W�ll you come for a moment, my ch�ld?" asked the father, glad to get
away.
"Yes, I'll follow you," she repl�ed.
Céc�le rema�ned alone w�th Bonnemort. What kept her there
trembl�ng and fasc�nated, was the thought that she seemed to
recogn�ze th�s old man: where then had she met th�s square l�v�d
face, tattooed w�th coal? Suddenly she remembered; she saw aga�n
a mob of shout�ng people who surrounded her, and she felt cold
hands press�ng her neck. It was he; she saw the man aga�n; she
looked at h�s hands placed on h�s knees, the hands of an �nval�d
workman whose whole strength �s �n h�s wr�sts, st�ll f�rm �n sp�te of
age. Gradually Bonnemort seemed to awake, he perce�ved her and
exam�ned her �n h�s turn. A flame mounted to h�s cheeks, a nervous
spasm drew h�s mouth, from wh�ch flowed a th�n streak of black
sal�va. Fasc�nated, they rema�ned oppos�te each other—she
flour�sh�ng, plump, and fresh from the long �dleness and sated
comfort of her race; he swollen w�th water, w�th the p�t�ful ugl�ness of
a foundered beast, destroyed from father to son by a century of work
and hunger.
At the end of ten m�nutes, when the Grégo�res, surpr�sed at not
see�ng Céc�le, came back �nto the Maheus' house, they uttered a
terr�ble cry. The�r daughter was ly�ng on the ground, w�th l�v�d face,
strangled. At her neck f�ngers had left the red �mpr�nt of a g�ant's
hand. Bonnemort, totter�ng on h�s dead legs, had fallen bes�de her
w�thout power to r�se. H�s hands were st�ll hooked, and he looked
round w�th h�s �mbec�le a�r and large open eyes. In h�s fall he had



broken h�s plate, the ashes were spread round, the mud of the black
expectorat�on had sta�ned the floor; wh�le the great pa�r of boots,
safe and sound, stood s�de by s�de aga�nst the wall.
It was never poss�ble to establ�sh the exact facts. Why had Céc�le
come near? How could Bonnemort, na�led to h�s cha�r, have been
able to se�ze her throat? Ev�dently, when he held her, he must have
become fur�ous, constantly press�ng, overthrown w�th her, and st�fl�ng
her cr�es to the last groan. Not a sound, not a moan had traversed
the th�n part�t�on to the ne�ghbour�ng house. It seemed to be an
outbreak of sudden madness, a long�ng to murder before th�s wh�te
young neck. Such savagery was stupefy�ng �n an old �nval�d, who
had l�ved l�ke a worthy man, an obed�ent brute, opposed to new
�deas. What rancour, unknown to h�mself, by some slow process of
po�son�ng, had r�sen from h�s bowels to h�s bra�n? The horror of �t led
to the conclus�on that he was unconsc�ous, that �t was the cr�me of
an �d�ot.
The Grégo�res, meanwh�le, on the�r knees, were sobb�ng, choked
w�th gr�ef. The�r �dol�zed daughter, that daughter des�red so long, on
whom they had lav�shed all the�r goods, whom they used to watch
sleep�ng, on t�ptoe, whom they never thought suff�c�ently well
nour�shed, never suff�c�ently plump! It was the downfall of the�r very
l�fe; what was the good of l�v�ng, now that they would have to l�ve
w�thout her?
The Levaque woman �n d�stract�on cr�ed:
"Ah, the old beggar! what's he done there? Who would have
expected such a th�ng? And Maheude, who won't come back t�ll
even�ng! Shall I go and fetch her?"
The father and mother were crushed, and d�d not reply.
"Eh? It w�ll be better. I'll go."
But, before go�ng, the Levaque woman looked at the boots. The
whole settlement was exc�ted, and a crowd was already hustl�ng
around. Perhaps they would get stolen. And then the Maheus had no
man, now, to put them on. She qu�etly carr�ed them away. They
would just f�t Bouteloup's feet.



At Réqu�llart the Hennebeaus, w�th Négrel, wa�ted a long t�me for the
Grégo�res. Négrel, who had come up from the p�t, gave deta�ls. They
hoped to commun�cate that very even�ng w�th the pr�soners, but they
would certa�nly f�nd noth�ng but corpses, for the death-l�ke s�lence
cont�nued. Beh�nd the eng�neer, Maheude, seated on the beam, was
l�sten�ng w�th wh�te face, when the Levaque woman came up and
told her the old man's strange deed. And she only made a sweep�ng
gesture of �mpat�ence and �rr�tat�on. She followed her, however.
Madame Hennebeau was much affected. What an abom�nat�on! That
poor Céc�le, so merry that very day, so full of l�fe an hour before! M.
Hennebeau had to lead h�s w�fe for a moment �nto old Mouque's
hovel. W�th h�s awkward hands he unfastened her dress, troubled by
the odour of musk wh�ch her open bod�ce exhaled. And as w�th
stream�ng tears she clasped Négrel, terr�f�ed at th�s death wh�ch cut
short the marr�age, the husband watched them lament�ng together,
and was del�vered from one anx�ety. Th�s m�sfortune would arrange
everyth�ng; he preferred to keep h�s nephew for fear of h�s
coachman.

CHAPTER V

At the bottom of the shaft the abandoned wretches were yell�ng w�th
terror. The water now came up to the�r h�ps. The no�se of the torrent
dazed them, the f�nal fall�ng �n of the tubb�ng sounded l�ke the last
crack of doom; and the�r bew�lderment was completed by the
ne�gh�ng of the horses shut up �n the stable, the terr�ble,
unforgettable death-cry of an an�mal that �s be�ng slaughtered.
Mouque had let go Bata�lle. The old horse was there, trembl�ng, w�th
�ts d�lated eye f�xed on th�s water wh�ch was constantly r�s�ng. The
p�t-eye was rap�dly f�ll�ng; the green�sh flood slowly enlarged under
the red gleam of the three lamps wh�ch were st�ll burn�ng under the
roof. And suddenly, when he felt th�s �ce soak�ng h�s coat, he set out



�n a fur�ous gallop, and was engulfed and lost at the end of one of
the haulage galler�es.
Then there was a general rush, the men follow�ng the beast.
"Noth�ng more to be done �n th�s damned hole!" shouted Mouque.
"We must try at Réqu�llart."
The �dea that they m�ght get out by the old ne�ghbour�ng p�t �f they
arr�ved before the passage was cut off, now carr�ed them away. The
twenty hustled one another as they went �n s�ngle f�le, hold�ng the�r
lamps �n the a�r so that the water should not ext�ngu�sh them.
Fortunately, the gallery rose w�th an �mpercept�ble slope, and they
proceeded for two hundred metres, struggl�ng aga�nst the flood,
wh�ch was not now ga�n�ng on them. Sleep�ng bel�efs reawakened �n
these d�stracted souls; they �nvoked the earth, for �t was the earth
that was aveng�ng herself, d�scharg�ng the blood from the ve�n
because they had cut one of her arter�es. An old man stammered
forgotten prayers, bend�ng h�s thumbs backwards to appease the ev�l
sp�r�ts of the m�ne.
But at the f�rst turn�ng d�sagreement broke out; the groom proposed
turn�ng to the left, others declared that they could make a short cut
by go�ng to the r�ght. A m�nute was lost.
"Well, d�e there! what the dev�l does �t matter to me?" Chaval brutally
excla�med. "I go th�s way."
He turned to the r�ght, and two mates followed h�m. The others
cont�nued to rush beh�nd Father Mouque, who had grown up at the
bottom of Réqu�llart. He h�mself hes�tated, however, not know�ng
where to turn. They lost the�r heads; even the old men could no
longer recogn�ze the passages, wh�ch lay l�ke a tangled ske�n before
them. At every b�furcat�on they were pulled up short by uncerta�nty,
and yet they had to dec�de.
Ét�enne was runn�ng last, delayed by Cather�ne, who was paralysed
by fat�gue and fear. He would have gone to the r�ght w�th Chaval, for
he thought that the better road; but he had not, preferr�ng to part
from Chaval. The rush cont�nued, however; some of the mates had
gone from the�r s�de, and only seven were left beh�nd old Mouque.



"Hang on to my neck and I w�ll carry you," sa�d Ét�enne to the young
g�rl, see�ng her grow weak.
"No, let me be," she murmured. "I can't do more; I would rather d�e at
once."
They delayed and were left f�fty metres beh�nd; he was l�ft�ng her, �n
sp�te of her res�stance, when the gallery was suddenly stopped up;
an enormous block fell �n and separated them from the others. The
�nundat�on was already soak�ng the so�l, wh�ch was sh�ft�ng on every
s�de. They had to retrace the�r steps; then they no longer knew �n
what d�rect�on they were go�ng. There was an end of all hope of
escap�ng by Réqu�llart. The�r only rema�n�ng hope was to ga�n the
upper work�ngs, from wh�ch they m�ght perhaps be del�vered �f the
water sank.
Ét�enne at last recogn�zed the Gu�llaume seam.
"Good!" he excla�med. "Now I know where we are. By God! we were
�n the r�ght road; but we may go to the dev�l now! Here, let us go
stra�ght on; we w�ll cl�mb up the passage."
The flood was beat�ng aga�nst the�r breasts, and they walked very
slowly. As long as they had l�ght they d�d not despa�r, and they blew
out one of the lamps to econom�ze the o�l, mean�ng to empty �t �nto
the other lamp. They had reached the ch�mney passage, when a
no�se beh�nd made them turn. Was �t some mates, then, who had
also found the road barred and were return�ng? A roar�ng sound
came from afar; they could not understand th�s tempest wh�ch
approached them, spatter�ng foam. And they cr�ed out when they
saw a g�gant�c wh�t�sh mass com�ng out of the shadow and try�ng to
rejo�n them between the narrow t�mber�ng �n wh�ch �t was be�ng
crushed.
It was Bata�lle. On leav�ng the p�t-eye he had w�ldly galloped along
the dark galler�es. He seemed to know h�s road �n th�s subterranean
town wh�ch he had �nhab�ted for eleven years, and h�s eyes saw
clearly �n the depths of the eternal n�ght �n wh�ch he had l�ved. He
galloped on and on, bend�ng h�s head, draw�ng up h�s feet, pass�ng
through these narrow tubes �n the earth, f�lled by h�s great body.



Road succeeded to road, and the forked turn�ngs were passed
w�thout any hes�tat�on. Where was he go�ng? Over there, perhaps,
towards that v�s�on of h�s youth, to the m�ll where he had been born
on the bank of the Scarpe, to the confused recollect�on of the sun
burn�ng �n the a�r l�ke a great lamp. He des�red to l�ve, h�s beast's
memory awoke; the long�ng to breathe once more the a�r of the
pla�ns drove h�m stra�ght onwards to the d�scovery of that hole, the
ex�t beneath the warm sun �nto l�ght. Rebell�on carr�ed away h�s
anc�ent res�gnat�on; th�s p�t was murder�ng h�m after hav�ng bl�nded
h�m. The water wh�ch pursued h�m was lash�ng h�m on the flanks and
b�t�ng h�m on the crupper. But as he went deeper �n, the galler�es
became narrower, the roofs lower, and the walls protruded. He
galloped on �n sp�te of everyth�ng, graz�ng h�mself, leav�ng shreds of
h�s l�mbs on the t�mber. From every s�de the m�ne seemed to be
press�ng on to h�m to take h�m and to st�fle h�m.
Then Ét�enne and Cather�ne, as he came near them, perce�ved that
he was strangl�ng between the rocks. He had stumbled and broken
h�s two front legs. W�th a last effort, he dragged h�mself a few
metres, but h�s flanks could not pass; he rema�ned hemmed �n and
garrotted by the earth. W�th h�s bleed�ng head stretched out, he st�ll
sought for some crack w�th h�s great troubled eyes. The water was
rap�dly cover�ng h�m; he began to ne�gh w�th that terr�ble prolonged
death-rattle w�th wh�ch the other horses had already d�ed �n the
stable. It was a s�ght of fearful agony, th�s old beast shattered and
mot�onless, struggl�ng at th�s depth, far from the dayl�ght. The flood
was drown�ng h�s mane, and h�s cry of d�stress never ceased; he
uttered �t more hoarsely, w�th h�s large open mouth stretched out.
There was a last rumble, the hollow sound of a cask wh�ch �s be�ng
f�lled; then deep s�lence fell.
"Oh, my God! take me away!" Cather�ne sobbed. "Ah, my God! I'm
afra�d; I don't want to d�e. Take me away! take me away!"
She had seen death. The fallen shaft, the �nundated m�ne, noth�ng
had se�zed her w�th such terror as th�s clamour of Bata�lle �n agony.
And she constantly heard �t; her ears were r�ng�ng w�th �t; all her flesh
was shudder�ng w�th �t.



"Take me away! take me away!"
Ét�enne had se�zed her and l�fted her; �t was, �ndeed, t�me. They
ascended the ch�mney passage, soaked to the shoulders. He was
obl�ged to help her, for she had no strength to cl�ng to the t�mber.
Three t�mes over he thought that she was sl�pp�ng from h�m and
fall�ng back �nto that deep sea of wh�ch the t�de was roar�ng beneath
them. However, they were able to breathe for a few m�nutes when
they reached the f�rst gallery, wh�ch was st�ll free. The water
reappeared, and they had to ho�st themselves up aga�n. And for
hours th�s ascent cont�nued, the flood chas�ng them from passage to
passage, and constantly forc�ng them to ascend. At the s�xth level a
resp�te rendered them fever�sh w�th hope, and �t seemed that the
waters were becom�ng stat�onary. But a more rap�d r�se took place,
and they had to cl�mb to the seventh and then to the e�ghth level.
Only one rema�ned, and when they had reached �t they anx�ously
watched each cent�metre by wh�ch the water ga�ned on them. If �t d�d
not stop they would then d�e l�ke the old horse, crushed aga�nst the
roof, and the�r chests f�lled by the flood.
Landsl�ps echoed every moment. The whole m�ne was shaken, and
�ts d�stended bowels burst w�th the enormous flood wh�ch gorged
them. At the end of the galler�es the a�r, dr�ven back, pressed
together and crushed, exploded terr�bly am�d spl�t rocks and
overthrown so�l. It was a terr�fy�ng uproar of �nter�or cataclysms, a
remnant of the anc�ent battle when deluges overthrew the earth,
bury�ng the mounta�ns beneath the pla�ns.
And Cather�ne, shaken and dazed by th�s cont�nuous downfall,
jo�ned her hands, stammer�ng the same words w�thout cessat�on:
"I don't want to d�e! I don't want to d�e!"
To reassure her, Ét�enne declared that the water was not now
mov�ng. The�r fl�ght had lasted for fully s�x hours, and they would
soon be rescued. He sa�d s�x hours w�thout know�ng, for they had
lost all count of t�me. In real�ty, a whole day had already passed �n
the�r cl�mb up through the Gu�llaume seam.



Drenched and sh�ver�ng, they settled themselves down. She
undressed herself w�thout shame and wrung out her clothes, then
she put on aga�n the jacket and breeches, and let them f�n�sh dry�ng
on her. As her feet were bare, he made her take h�s own sabots.
They could wa�t pat�ently now; they had lowered the w�ck of the
lamp, leav�ng only the feeble gleam of a n�ght-l�ght. But the�r
stomachs were torn by cramp, and they both real�zed that they were
dy�ng of hunger. Up t�ll now they had not felt that they were l�v�ng.
The catastrophe had occurred before breakfast, and now they found
the�r bread-and-butter swollen by the water and changed �nto sop.
She had to become angry before he would accept h�s share. As
soon as she had eaten she fell asleep from wear�ness, on the cold
earth. He was devoured by �nsomn�a, and watched over her w�th
f�xed eyes and forehead between h�s hands.
How many hours passed by thus? He would have been unable to
say. All that he knew was that before h�m, through the hole they had
ascended, he had seen the flood reappear, black and mov�ng, the
beast whose back was ceaselessly swell�ng out to reach them. At
f�rst �t was only a th�n l�ne, a supple serpent stretch�ng �tself out; then
�t enlarged �nto a crawl�ng, crouch�ng flank; and soon �t reached
them, and the sleep�ng g�rl's feet were touched by �t. In h�s anx�ety
he yet hes�tated to wake her. Was �t not cruel to snatch her from th�s
repose of unconsc�ous �gnorance, wh�ch was, perhaps, lull�ng her
w�th a dream of the open a�r and of l�fe beneath the sun? Bes�des,
where could they fly? And he thought and remembered that the
upbrow establ�shed at th�s part of the seam commun�cated end to
end w�th that wh�ch served the upper level. That would be a way out.
He let her sleep as long as poss�ble, watch�ng the flood ga�n on
them, wa�t�ng for �t to chase them away. At last he l�fted her gently,
and a great shudder passed over her.
"Ah, my God! �t's true! �t's beg�nn�ng aga�n, my God!"
She remembered, she cr�ed out, aga�n f�nd�ng death so near.
"No! calm yourself," he wh�spered. "We can pass, upon my word!"
To reach the upbrow they had to walk doubled up, aga�n wetted to
the shoulders. And the cl�mb�ng began anew, now more dangerous,



through th�s hole ent�rely of t�mber, a hundred metres long. At f�rst
they w�shed to pull the cable so as to f�x one of the carts at the
bottom, for �f the other should come down dur�ng the�r ascent, they
would be crushed. But noth�ng moved, some obstacle �nterfered w�th
the mechan�sm. They ventured �n, not dar�ng to make use of the
cable wh�ch was �n the�r way, and tear�ng the�r na�ls aga�nst the
smooth framework. He came beh�nd, support�ng her by h�s head
when she sl�pped w�th torn hands. Suddenly they came across the
spl�nters of a beam wh�ch barred the way. A port�on of the so�l had
fallen down and prevented them from go�ng any h�gher. Fortunately a
door opened here and they passed �nto a passage. They were
stupef�ed to see the fl�cker of a lamp �n front of them. A man cr�ed
w�ldly to them:
"More clever people as b�g fools as I am!"
They recogn�zed Chaval, who had found h�mself blocked by the
landsl�p wh�ch f�lled the upbrow; h�s two mates who had set out w�th
h�m had been left on the way w�th fractured skulls. He was wounded
�n the elbow, but had had the courage to go back on h�s knees, take
the�r lamps, and search them to steal the�r bread-and-butter. As he
escaped, a f�nal downfall beh�nd h�s back had closed the gallery.
He �mmed�ately swore that he would not share h�s v�ctuals w�th these
people who came up out of the earth. He would sooner knock the�r
bra�ns out. Then he, too, recogn�zed them; h�s anger fell, and he
began to laugh w�th a laugh of ev�l joy.
"Ah! �t's you, Cather�ne! you've broken your nose, and you want to
jo�n your man aga�n. Well, well! we'll play out the game together."
He pretended not to see Ét�enne. The latter, overwhelmed by th�s
encounter, made a gesture as though to protect the putter, who was
press�ng herself aga�nst h�m. He must, however, accept the s�tuat�on.
Speak�ng as though they had left each other good fr�ends an hour
before, he s�mply asked:
"Have you looked down below? We can't pass through the cutt�ngs,
then?"
Chaval st�ll gr�nned.



"Ah, bosh! the cutt�ngs! They've fallen �n too; we are between two
walls, a real mousetrap. But you can go back by the brow �f you are
a good d�ver."
The water, �n fact, was r�s�ng; they could hear �t r�ppl�ng. The�r retreat
was already cut off. And he was r�ght; �t was a mousetrap, a gallery-
end obstructed before and beh�nd by cons�derable falls of earth.
There was not one �ssue; all three were walled up.
"Then you'll stay?" Chaval added, jeer�ngly. "Well, �t's the best you
can do, and �f you'll just leave me alone, I shan't even speak to you.
There's st�ll room here for two men. We shall soon see wh�ch w�ll d�e
f�rst, prov�ded they don't come to us, wh�ch seems a tough job."
The young man sa�d:
"If we were to hammer, they would hear us, perhaps."
"I'm t�red of hammer�ng. Here, try yourself w�th th�s stone."
Ét�enne p�cked up the fragment of sandstone wh�ch the other had
already broken off, and aga�nst the seam at the end he struck the
m�ner's call, the prolonged roll by wh�ch workmen �n per�l s�gnal the�r
presence. Then he placed h�s ear to l�sten. Twenty t�mes over he
pers�sted; no sound repl�ed.
Dur�ng th�s t�me Chaval affected to be coolly attend�ng to h�s l�ttle
household. F�rst he arranged the three lamps aga�nst the wall; only
one was burn�ng, the others could be used later on. Afterwards, he
placed on a p�ece of t�mber the two sl�ces of bread-and-butter wh�ch
were st�ll left. That was the s�deboard; he could last qu�te two days
w�th that, �f he were careful. He turned round say�ng:
"You know, Cather�ne, there w�ll be half for you when you are
fam�shed."
The young g�rl was s�lent. It completed her unhapp�ness to f�nd
herself aga�n between these two men.
And the�r awful l�fe began. Ne�ther Chaval nor Ét�enne opened the�r
mouths, seated on the earth a few paces from each other. At a h�nt
from the former the latter ext�ngu�shed h�s lamp, a p�ece of useless
luxury; then they sank back �nto s�lence. Cather�ne was ly�ng down



near Ét�enne, restless under the glances of her former lover. The
hours passed by; they heard the low murmur of the water for ever
r�s�ng; wh�le from t�me to t�me deep shocks and d�stant echoes
announced the f�nal settl�ng down of the m�ne. When the lamp was
empty and they had to open another to l�ght �t, they were, for a
moment, d�sturbed by the fear of f�re-damp; but they would rather
have been blown up at once than l�ve on �n darkness. Noth�ng
exploded, however; there was no f�re-damp. They stretched
themselves out aga�n, and the hours cont�nued to pass by.
A no�se aroused Ét�enne and Cather�ne, and they ra�sed the�r heads.
Chaval had dec�ded to eat; he had cut off half a sl�ce of bread-and-
butter, and was chew�ng �t slowly, to avo�d the temptat�on of
swallow�ng �t all. They gazed at h�m, tortured by hunger.
"Well, do you refuse?" he sa�d to the putter, �n h�s provok�ng way.
"You're wrong."
She had lowered her eyes, fear�ng to y�eld; her stomach was torn by
such cramps that tears were swell�ng beneath her eyel�ds. But she
understood what he was ask�ng; �n the morn�ng he had breathed
over her neck; he was se�zed aga�n by one of h�s old fur�es of des�re
on see�ng her near the other man. The glances w�th wh�ch he called
her had a flame �n them wh�ch she knew well, the flame of h�s cr�ses
of jealousy when he would fall on her w�th h�s f�sts, accus�ng her of
comm�tt�ng abom�nat�ons w�th her mother's lodger. And she was not
w�ll�ng; she trembled lest, by return�ng to h�m, she should throw
these two men on to each other �n th�s narrow cave, where they were
all �n agony together. Good God! why could they not end together �n
comradesh�p!
Ét�enne would have d�ed of �nan�t�on rather than beg a mouthful of
bread from Chaval. The s�lence became heavy; an etern�ty seemed
to be prolong�ng �tself w�th the slowness of monotonous m�nutes
wh�ch passed by, one by one, w�thout hope. They had now been
shut up together for a day. The second lamp was grow�ng pale, and
they l�ghted the th�rd.
Chaval started on h�s second sl�ce of bread-and-butter, and growled:



"Come then, stup�d!"
Cather�ne sh�vered. Ét�enne had turned away �n order to leave her
free. Then, as she d�d not st�r, he sa�d to her �n a low vo�ce:
"Go, my ch�ld."
The tears wh�ch she was st�fl�ng then rushed forth. She wept for a
long t�me, w�thout even strength to r�se, no longer know�ng �f she was
hungry, suffer�ng w�th pa�n wh�ch she felt all over her body. He was
stand�ng up, go�ng backward and forwards, va�nly beat�ng the m�ners
call, enraged at th�s rema�nder of l�fe wh�ch he was obl�ged to l�ve
here t�ed to a r�val whom he detested. Not even enough space to d�e
away from each other! As soon as he had gone ten paces he must
come back and knock up aga�nst th�s man. And she, th�s sorrowful
g�rl whom they were d�sput�ng over even �n the earth! She would
belong to the one who l�ved longest; that man would steal her from
h�m should he go f�rst. There was no end to �t; the hours followed the
hours; the revolt�ng prom�scu�ty became worse, w�th the po�son of
the�r breaths and the ordure of the�r necess�t�es sat�sf�ed �n common.
Tw�ce he rushed aga�nst the rocks as though to open them w�th h�s
f�sts.
Another day was done, and Chaval had seated h�mself near
Cather�ne, shar�ng w�th her h�s last half-sl�ce. She was chew�ng the
mouthfuls pa�nfully; he made her pay for each w�th a caress, �n h�s
jealous obst�nacy not w�ll�ng to d�e unt�l he had had her aga�n �n the
other man's presence. She abandoned herself �n exhaust�on. But
when he tr�ed to take her she compla�ned.
"Oh, leave me! you're break�ng my bones."
Ét�enne, w�th a shudder, had placed h�s forehead aga�nst the t�mber
so as not to see. He came back w�th a w�ld leap.
"Leave her, by God!"
"Does �t concern you?" sa�d Chaval. "She's my woman; I suppose
she belongs to me!"
And he took her aga�n and pressed her, out of bravado, crush�ng h�s
red moustache aga�nst her mouth, and cont�nu�ng:



"W�ll you leave us alone, eh? W�ll you be good enough to look over
there �f we are at �t?"
But Ét�enne, w�th wh�te l�ps, shouted:
"If you don't let her go, I'll do for you!"
The other qu�ckly stood up, for he had understood by the h�ss of the
vo�ce that h�s mate was �n earnest. Death seemed to them too slow;
�t was necessary that one of them should �mmed�ately y�eld h�s
place. It was the old battle beg�nn�ng over aga�n, down �n the earth
where they would soon sleep s�de by s�de; and they had so l�ttle
room that they could not sw�ng the�r f�sts w�thout graz�ng them.
"Look out!" growled Chaval. "Th�s t�me I'll have you."
From that moment Ét�enne became mad. H�s eyes seemed drowned
�n red vapour, h�s chest was congested by the flow of blood. The
need to k�ll se�zed h�m �rres�st�bly, a phys�cal need, l�ke the �rr�tat�on
of mucus wh�ch causes a v�olent spasm of cough�ng. It rose and
broke out beyond h�s w�ll, beneath the pressure of the hered�tary
d�sease. He had se�zed a sheet of slate �n the wall and he shook �t
and tore �t out, a very large, heavy p�ece. Then w�th both hands and
w�th tenfold strength he brought �t down on Chaval's skull.
The latter had not t�me to jump backwards. He fell, h�s face crushed,
h�s skull broken. The bra�ns had bespattered the roof of the gallery,
and a purple jet flowed from the wound, l�ke the cont�nuous jet of a
spr�ng. Immed�ately there was a pool, wh�ch reflected the smoky star
of the lamp. Darkness was �nvad�ng the walled-up cave, and th�s
body, ly�ng on the earth, looked l�ke the black boss of a mass of
rough coal.
Lean�ng over, w�th w�de eyes, Ét�enne looked at h�m. It was done,
then; he had k�lled. All h�s struggles came back to h�s memory
confusedly, that useless f�ght aga�nst the po�son wh�ch slept �n h�s
muscles, the slowly accumulated alcohol of h�s race. He was,
however, only �ntox�cated by hunger; the remote �ntox�cat�on of h�s
parents had been enough. H�s ha�r stood up before the horror of th�s
murder; and yet, �n sp�te of the revolt wh�ch came from h�s educat�on,
a certa�n gladness made h�s heart beat, the an�mal joy of an appet�te



at length sat�sf�ed. He felt pr�de, too, the pr�de of the stronger man.
The l�ttle sold�er appeared before h�m, w�th h�s throat opened by a
kn�fe, k�lled by a ch�ld. Now he, too, had k�lled.
But Cather�ne, stand�ng erect, uttered a loud cry:
"My God! he �s dead!"
"Are you sorry?" asked Ét�enne, f�ercely.
She was chok�ng, she stammered. Then, totter�ng, she threw herself
�nto h�s arms.
"Ah, k�ll me too! Ah, let us both d�e!"
She clasped h�m, hang�ng to h�s shoulders, and he clasped her; and
they hoped that they would d�e. But death was �n no hurry, and they
unlocked the�r arms. Then, wh�le she h�d her eyes, he dragged away
the wretch, and threw h�m down the upbrow, to remove h�m from the
narrow space �n wh�ch they st�ll had to l�ve. L�fe would no longer
have been poss�ble w�th that corpse beneath the�r feet. And they
were terr�f�ed when they heard �t plunge �nto the m�dst of the foam
wh�ch leapt up. The water had already f�lled that hole, then? They
saw �t; �t was enter�ng the gallery.
Then there was a new struggle. They had l�ghted the last lamp; �t
was becom�ng exhausted �n �llum�nat�ng th�s flood, w�th �ts regular,
obst�nate r�se wh�ch never ceased. At f�rst the water came up to the�r
ankles; then �t wetted the�r knees. The passage sloped up, and they
took refuge at the end. Th�s gave them a resp�te for some hours. But
the flood caught them up, and bathed them to the wa�st. Stand�ng
up, brought to bay, w�th the�r sp�nes close aga�nst the rock, they
watched �t ever and ever �ncreas�ng. When �t reached the�r mouths,
all would be over. The lamp, wh�ch they had fastened up, threw a
yellow l�ght on the rap�d surge of the l�ttle waves. It was becom�ng
pale; they could d�st�ngu�sh no more than a constantly d�m�n�sh�ng
sem�c�rcle, as though eaten away by the darkness wh�ch seemed to
grow w�th the flood; and suddenly the darkness enveloped them. The
lamp had gone out, after hav�ng spat forth �ts last drop of o�l. There
was now complete and absolute n�ght, that n�ght of the earth wh�ch



they would have to sleep through w�thout ever aga�n open�ng the�r
eyes to the br�ghtness of the sun.
"By God!" Ét�enne swore, �n a low vo�ce.
Cather�ne, as though she had felt the darkness se�ze her, sheltered
herself aga�nst h�m. She repeated, �n a wh�sper, the m�ner's say�ng:
"Death �s blow�ng out the lamp."
Yet �n the face of th�s threat the�r �nst�ncts struggled, the fever for l�fe
an�mated them. He v�olently set h�mself to hollow out the slate w�th
the hook of the lamp, wh�le she helped h�m w�th her na�ls. They
formed a sort of elevated bench, and when they had both ho�sted
themselves up to �t, they found themselves seated w�th hang�ng legs
and bent backs, for the vault forced them to lower the�r heads. They
now only felt the �cy water at the�r heels; but before long the cold was
at the�r ankles, the�r calves, the�r knees, w�th �ts �nv�nc�ble, truceless
movement. The bench, not properly smoothed, was soaked �n
mo�sture, and so sl�ppery that they had to hold themselves on
v�gorously to avo�d sl�pp�ng off. It was the end; what could they
expect, reduced to th�s n�che where they dared not move,
exhausted, starv�ng, hav�ng ne�ther bread nor l�ght? and they
suffered espec�ally from the darkness, wh�ch would not allow them to
see the com�ng of death. There was deep s�lence; the m�ne, be�ng
gorged w�th water, no longer st�rred. They had noth�ng beneath them
now but the sensat�on of that sea, swell�ng out �ts s�lent t�de from the
depths of the galler�es.
The hours succeeded one another, all equally black; but they were
not able to measure the�r exact durat�on, becom�ng more and more
vague �n the�r calculat�on of t�me. The�r tortures, wh�ch m�ght have
been expected to lengthen the m�nutes, rap�dly bore them away.
They thought that they had only been shut up for two days and a
n�ght, when �n real�ty the th�rd day had already come to an end. All
hope of help had gone; no one knew they were there, no one could
come down to them. And hunger would f�n�sh them off �f the
�nundat�on spared them. For one last t�me �t occurred to them to beat
the call, but the stone was ly�ng beneath the water. Bes�des, who
would hear them?



Cather�ne was lean�ng her ach�ng head aga�nst the seam, when she
sat up w�th a start.
"L�sten!" she sa�d.
At f�rst Ét�enne thought she was speak�ng of the low no�se of the
ever-r�s�ng water. He l�ed �n order to qu�et her.
"It's me you hear; I'm mov�ng my legs."
"No, no; not that! Over there, l�sten!"
And she placed her ear to the coal. He understood, and d�d l�kew�se.
They wa�ted for some seconds, w�th st�fled breath. Then, very far
away and very weak, they heard three blows at long �ntervals. But
they st�ll doubted; the�r ears were r�ng�ng; perhaps �t was the
crack�ng of the so�l. And they knew not what to str�ke w�th �n answer.
Ét�enne had an �dea.
"You have the sabots. Take them off and str�ke w�th the heels."
She struck, beat�ng the m�ner's call; and they l�stened and aga�n
d�st�ngu�shed the three blows far off. Twenty t�mes over they d�d �t,
and twenty t�mes the blows repl�ed. They wept and embraced each
other, at the r�sk of los�ng the�r balance. At last the mates were there,
they were com�ng. An overflow�ng joy and love carr�ed away the
torments of expectat�on and the rage of the�r va�n appeals, as though
the�r rescuers had only to spl�t the rock w�th a f�nger to del�ver them.
"Eh!" she cr�ed merr�ly; "wasn't �t lucky that I leant my head?"
"Oh, you've got an ear!" he sa�d �n h�s turn. "Now, I heard noth�ng."
From that moment they rel�eved each other, one of them always
l�sten�ng, ready to answer at the least s�gnal. They soon caught the
sounds of the p�ck; the work of approach�ng them was beg�nn�ng, a
gallery was be�ng opened. Not a sound escaped them. But the�r joy
sank. In va�n they laughed to dece�ve each other; despa�r was
gradually se�z�ng them. At f�rst they entered �nto long explanat�ons;
ev�dently they were be�ng approached from Réqu�llart. The gallery
descended �n the bed; perhaps several were be�ng opened, for there
were always three men hew�ng. Then they talked less, and were at



last s�lent when they came to calculate the enormous mass wh�ch
separated them from the�r mates. They cont�nued the�r reflect�ons �n
s�lence, count�ng the days and days that a workman would take to
penetrate such a block. They would never be reached soon enough;
they would have t�me to d�e twenty t�mes over. And no longer
ventur�ng to exchange a word �n th�s redoubled angu�sh, they
gloom�ly repl�ed to the appeals by a roll of the sabots, w�thout hope,
only reta�n�ng the mechan�cal need to tell the others that they were
st�ll al�ve.
Thus passed a day, two days. They had been at the bottom s�x days.
The water had stopped at the�r knees, ne�ther r�s�ng nor fall�ng, and
the�r legs seemed to be melt�ng away �n th�s �cy bath. They could
certa�nly keep them out for an hour or so, but the�r pos�t�on then
became so uncomfortable that they were tw�sted by horr�ble cramps,
and were obl�ged to let the�r feet fall �n aga�n. Every ten m�nutes they
ho�sted themselves back by a jerk on the sl�ppery rock. The fractures
of the coal struck �nto the�r sp�nes, and they felt at the back of the�r
necks a f�xed �ntense pa�n, through hav�ng to keep constantly bent �n
order to avo�d str�k�ng the�r heads. And the�r suffocat�on �ncreased;
the a�r, dr�ven back by the water, was compressed �nto a sort of bell
�n wh�ch they were shut up. The�r vo�ces were muffled, and seemed
to come from afar. The�r ears began to buzz, they heard the peals of
a fur�ous tocs�n, the tramp of a flock beneath a storm of ha�l, go�ng
on unceas�ngly.
At f�rst Cather�ne suffered horr�bly from hunger. She pressed her
poor shr�velled hands aga�nst her breasts, her breath�ng was deep
and hollow, a cont�nuous tear�ng moan, as though tongs were tear�ng
her stomach.
Ét�enne, choked by the same torture, was feel�ng fever�shly round
h�m �n the darkness, when h�s f�ngers came upon a half-rotten p�ece
of t�mber, wh�ch h�s na�ls could crumble. He gave a handful of �t to
the putter, who swallowed �t greed�ly. For two days they l�ved on th�s
worm-eaten wood, devour�ng �t all, �n despa�r when �t was f�n�shed,
graz�ng the�r hands �n the effort to crush the other planks wh�ch were
st�ll sol�d w�th res�st�ng f�bres. The�r torture �ncreased, and they were
enraged that they could not chew the cloth of the�r clothes. A leather



belt, wh�ch he wore round the wa�st, rel�eved them a l�ttle. He b�t
small p�eces from �t w�th h�s teeth, and she chewed them, and
endeavoured to swallow them. Th�s occup�ed the�r jaws, and gave
them the �llus�on of eat�ng. Then, when the belt was f�n�shed, they
went back to the�r clothes, suck�ng them for hours.
But soon these v�olent cr�ses subs�ded; hunger became only a low
deep ache w�th the slow progress�ve languor of the�r strength. No
doubt they would have succumbed �f they had not had as much
water as they des�red. They merely bent down and drank from the
hollow of the hand, and that very frequently, parched by a th�rst
wh�ch all th�s water could not quench.
On the seventh day Cather�ne was bend�ng down to dr�nk, when her
hand struck some float�ng body before her.
"I say, look! What's th�s?"
Ét�enne felt �n the darkness.
"I can't make out; �t seems l�ke the cover of a vent�lat�on door."
She drank, but as she was draw�ng up a second mouthful the body
came back, str�k�ng her hand. And she uttered a terr�ble cry.
"My God! �t's he!"
"Whom do you mean?"
"H�m! You know well enough. I felt h�s moustache."
It was Chaval's corpse, r�sen from the upbrow and pushed on to
them by the flow. Ét�enne stretched out h�s arm; he, too, felt the
moustache and the crushed nose, and shuddered w�th d�sgust and
fear. Se�zed by horr�ble nausea, Cather�ne had spat out the water
wh�ch was st�ll �n her mouth. It seemed to her that she had been
dr�nk�ng blood, and that all the deep water before her was now that
man's blood.
"Wa�t!" stammered Ét�enne. "I'll push h�m off!"
He k�cked the corpse, wh�ch moved off. But soon they felt �t aga�n
str�k�ng aga�nst the�r legs.



"By God! Get off!"
And the th�rd t�me Ét�enne had to leave �t. Some current always
brought �t back. Chaval would not go; he des�red to be w�th them,
aga�nst them. It was an awful compan�on, at last po�son�ng the a�r. All
that day they never drank, struggl�ng, preferr�ng to d�e. It was not
unt�l the next day that the�r suffer�ng dec�ded them: they pushed
away the body at each mouthful and drank �n sp�te of �t. It had not
been worth wh�le to knock h�s bra�ns out, for he came back between
h�m and her, obst�nate �n h�s jealousy. To the very end he would be
there, even though he was dead, prevent�ng them from com�ng
together.
A day passed, and aga�n another day. At every sh�ver of the water
Ét�enne perce�ved a sl�ght blow from the man he had k�lled, the
s�mple elbow�ng of a ne�ghbour who �s rem�nd�ng you of h�s
presence. And every t�me �t came he shuddered. He cont�nually saw
�t there, swollen, green�sh, w�th the red moustache and the crushed
face. Then he no longer remembered; he had not k�lled h�m; the
other man was sw�mm�ng and try�ng to b�te h�m.
Cather�ne was now shaken by long endless f�ts of cry�ng, after wh�ch
she was completely prostrated. She fell at last �nto a cond�t�on of
�rres�st�ble drows�ness. He would arouse her, but she stammered a
few words and at once fell asleep aga�n w�thout even ra�s�ng her
eyel�ds; and fear�ng lest she should be drowned, he put h�s arm
round her wa�st. It was he now who repl�ed to the mates. The blows
of the p�ck were now approach�ng, he could hear them beh�nd h�s
back. But h�s strength, too, was d�m�n�sh�ng; he had lost all courage
to str�ke. They were known to be there; why weary oneself more? It
no longer �nterested h�m whether they came or not. In the
stupefact�on of wa�t�ng he would forget for hours at a t�me what he
was wa�t�ng for.
One rel�ef comforted them a l�ttle: the water sank, and Chaval's body
moved off. For n�ne days the work of the�r del�verance had been
go�ng on, and they were for the f�rst t�me tak�ng a few steps �n the
gallery when a fearful commot�on threw them to the ground. They felt
for each other and rema�ned �n each other's arms l�ke mad people,



not understand�ng, th�nk�ng the catastrophe was beg�nn�ng over
aga�n. Noth�ng more st�rred, the sound of the p�cks had ceased.
In the corner where they were seated hold�ng each other, s�de by
s�de, a low laugh came from Cather�ne.
"It must be good outs�de. Come, let's go out of here."
Ét�enne at f�rst struggled aga�nst th�s madness. But the contag�on
was shak�ng h�s stronger head, and he lost the exact sensat�on of
real�ty. All the�r senses seemed to go astray, espec�ally Cather�ne's.
She was shaken by fever, tormented now by the need to talk and
move. The r�ng�ng �n her ears had become the murmur of flow�ng
water, the song of b�rds; she smelled the strong odour of crushed
grass, and could see clearly great yellow patches float�ng before her
eyes, so large that she thought she was out of doors, near the canal,
�n the meadows on a f�ne summer day.
"Eh? how warm �t �s! Take me, then; let us keep together. Oh,
always, always!"
He pressed her, and she rubbed herself aga�nst h�m for a long t�me,
cont�nu�ng to chatter l�ke a happy g�rl:
"How s�lly we have been to wa�t so long! I would have l�ked you at
once, and you d�d not understand; you sulked. Then, do you
remember, at our house at n�ght, when we could not sleep, w�th our
faces out l�sten�ng to each other's breath�ng, w�th such a long�ng to
come together?"
He was won by her ga�ety, and joked over the recollect�on of the�r
s�lent tenderness.
"You struck me once. Yes, yes, blows on both cheeks!"
"It was because I loved you," she murmured. "You see, I prevented
myself from th�nk�ng of you. I sa�d to myself that �t was qu�te done
w�th, and all the t�me I knew that one day or another we should get
together. It only wanted an opportun�ty—some lucky chance. Wasn't
�t so?"
A shudder froze h�m. He tr�ed to shake off th�s dream; then he
repeated slowly:



"Noth�ng �s ever done w�th; a l�ttle happ�ness �s enough to make
everyth�ng beg�n aga�n."
"Then you'll keep me, and �t w�ll be all r�ght th�s t�me?"
And she sl�pped down fa�nt�ng. She was so weak that her low vo�ce
d�ed out. In terror he kept her aga�nst h�s heart.
"Are you �n pa�n?"
She sat up surpr�sed.
"No, not at all. Why?"
But th�s quest�on aroused her from her dream. She gazed at the
darkness w�th d�stract�on, wr�ng�ng her hands �n another f�t of
sobb�ng.
"My God, my God, how black �t �s!"
It was no longer the meadows, the odour of the grass, the song of
larks, the great yellow sun; �t was the fallen, �nundated m�ne, the
st�nk�ng gloom, the melancholy dr�pp�ng of th�s cellar where they had
been groan�ng for so many days. Her perverted senses now
�ncreased the horror of �t; her ch�ld�sh superst�t�ons came back to
her; she saw the Black Man, the old dead m�ner who returns to the
p�t to tw�st naughty g�rls' necks.
"L�sten! d�d you hear?"
"No, noth�ng; I heard noth�ng."
"Yes, the Man—you know? Look! he �s there. The earth has let all
the blood out of the ve�n to revenge �tself for be�ng cut �nto; and he �s
there—you can see h�m—look! blacker than n�ght. Oh, I'm so afra�d,
I'm so afra�d!"
She became s�lent, sh�ver�ng. Then �n a very low vo�ce she
wh�spered:
"No, �t's always the other one."
"What other one?"
"H�m who �s w�th us; who �s not al�ve."



The �mage of Chaval haunted her, she talked of h�m confusedly, she
descr�bed the dog's l�fe she led w�th h�m, the only day when he had
been k�nd to her at Jean-Bart, the other days of foll�es and blows,
when he would k�ll her w�th caresses after hav�ng covered her w�th
k�cks.
"I tell you that he's com�ng, that he w�ll st�ll keep us from be�ng
together! H�s jealousy �s com�ng on h�m aga�n. Oh, push h�m off! Oh,
keep me close!"
W�th a sudden �mpulse she hung on to h�m, seek�ng h�s mouth and
press�ng her own pass�onately to �t. The darkness l�ghted up, she
saw the sun aga�n, and she laughed a qu�et laugh of love. He
shuddered to feel her thus aga�nst h�s flesh, half naked beneath the
tattered jacket and trousers, and he se�zed her w�th a reawaken�ng
of h�s v�r�l�ty. It was at length the�r wedd�ng n�ght, at the bottom of th�s
tomb, on th�s bed of mud, the long�ng not to d�e before they had had
the�r happ�ness, the obst�nate long�ng to l�ve and make l�fe one last
t�me. They loved each other �n despa�r of everyth�ng, �n death.
After that there was noth�ng more. Ét�enne was seated on the
ground, always �n the same corner, and Cather�ne was ly�ng
mot�onless on h�s knees. Hours and hours passed by. For a long
t�me he thought she was sleep�ng; then he touched her; she was
very cold, she was dead. He d�d not move, however, for fear of
arous�ng her. The �dea that he was the f�rst who had possessed her
as a woman, and that she m�ght be pregnant, f�lled h�m w�th
tenderness. Other �deas, the des�re to go away w�th her, joy at what
they would both do later on, came to h�m at moments, but so vaguely
that �t seemed only as though h�s forehead had been touched by a
breath of sleep. He grew weaker, he only had strength to make a
l�ttle gesture, a slow movement of the hand, to assure h�mself that
she was certa�nly there, l�ke a sleep�ng ch�ld �n her frozen st�ffness.
Everyth�ng was be�ng ann�h�lated; the n�ght �tself had d�sappeared,
and he was nowhere, out of space, out of t�me. Someth�ng was
certa�nly str�k�ng bes�de h�s head, v�olent blows were approach�ng
h�m; but he had been too lazy to reply, benumbed by �mmense
fat�gue; and now he knew noth�ng, he only dreamed that she was
walk�ng before h�m, and that he heard the sl�ght clank of her sabots.



Two days passed; she had not st�rred; he touched her w�th h�s
mechan�cal gesture, reassured to f�nd her so qu�et.
Ét�enne felt a shock. Vo�ces were sound�ng, rocks were roll�ng to h�s
feet. When he perce�ved a lamp he wept. H�s bl�nk�ng eyes followed
the l�ght, he was never t�red of look�ng at �t, enraptured by th�s
redd�sh po�nt wh�ch scarcely sta�ned the darkness. But some mates
carr�ed h�m away, and he allowed them to �ntroduce some spoonfuls
of soup between h�s clenched teeth. It was only �n the Réqu�llart
gallery that he recogn�zed someone stand�ng before h�m, the
eng�neer, Négrel; and these two men, w�th the�r contempt for each
other—the rebell�ous workman and the scept�cal master—threw
themselves on each other's necks, sobb�ng loudly �n the deep
upheaval of all the human�ty w�th�n them. It was an �mmense
sadness, the m�sery of generat�ons, the extrem�ty of gr�ef �nto wh�ch
l�fe can fall.
At the surface, Maheude, str�cken down near dead Cather�ne,
uttered a cry, then another, then another—very long, deep, �ncessant
moans. Several corpses had already been brought up, and placed �n
a row on the ground: Chaval, who was thought to have been crushed
beneath a landsl�p, a trammer, and two hewers, also crushed, w�th
bra�nless skulls and bell�es swollen w�th water. Women �n the crowd
went out of the�r m�nds, tear�ng the�r sk�rts and scratch�ng the�r faces.
When Ét�enne was at last taken out, after hav�ng been accustomed
to the lamps and fed a l�ttle, he appeared fleshless, and h�s ha�r was
qu�te wh�te. People turned away and shuddered at th�s old man.
Maheude left off cry�ng to stare at h�m stup�dly w�th her large f�xed
eyes.

CHAPTER VI

It was four o'clock �n the morn�ng, and the fresh Apr�l n�ght was
grow�ng warm at the approach of day. In the l�mp�d sky the stars
were tw�nkl�ng out, wh�le the east grew purple w�th dawn. And a



sl�ght shudder passed over the drowsy black country, the vague
rumour wh�ch precedes awaken�ng.
Ét�enne, w�th long str�des, was follow�ng the Vandame road. He had
just passed s�x weeks at Montsou, �n bed at the hosp�tal. Though
very th�n and yellow, he felt strength to go, and he went. The
Company, st�ll trembl�ng for �ts p�ts, was constantly send�ng men
away, and had g�ven h�m not�ce that he could not be kept on. He was
offered the sum of one hundred francs, w�th the paternal adv�ce to
leave off work�ng �n m�nes, as �t would now be too severe for h�m.
But he refused the hundred francs. He had already rece�ved a letter
from Pluchart, call�ng h�m to Par�s, and enclos�ng money for the
journey. H�s old dream would be real�zed. The n�ght before, on
leav�ng the hosp�tal, he had slept at the Bon-Joyeux, W�dow Dés�r's.
And he rose early; only one des�re was left, to b�d h�s mates farewell
before tak�ng the e�ght o'clock tra�n at March�ennes.
For a moment Ét�enne stopped on the road, wh�ch was now
becom�ng rose-coloured. It was good to breathe that pure a�r of the
precoc�ous spr�ng. It would turn out a superb day. The sun was
slowly r�s�ng, and the l�fe of the earth was r�s�ng w�th �t. And he set
out walk�ng aga�n, v�gorously str�k�ng w�th h�s br�er st�ck, watch�ng
the pla�n afar, as �t rose from the vapours of the n�ght. He had seen
no one; Maheude had come once to the hosp�tal, and, probably, had
not been able to come aga�n. But he knew that the whole settlement
of the Deux-Cent-Quarante was now go�ng down at Jean-Bart, and
that she too had taken work there.
L�ttle by l�ttle the deserted roads were peopled, and coll�ers
constantly passed Ét�enne w�th pall�d, s�lent faces. The Company,
people sa�d, was abus�ng �ts v�ctory. After two and a half months of
str�ke, when they had returned to the p�ts, conquered by hunger, they
had been obl�ged to accept the t�mber�ng tar�ff, that d�sgu�sed
decrease �n wages, now the more hateful because sta�ned w�th the
blood of the�r mates. They were be�ng robbed of an hour's work, they
were be�ng made false to the�r oath never to subm�t; and th�s
�mposed perjury stuck �n the�r throats l�ke gall. Work was beg�nn�ng
aga�n everywhere, at M�rou, at Madele�ne, at Crévecœur, at the
V�cto�re. Everywhere, �n the morn�ng haze, along the roads lost �n



darkness, the flock was tramp�ng on, rows of men trott�ng w�th faces
bent towards the earth, l�ke cattle led to the slaughter-house. They
sh�vered beneath the�r th�n garments, fold�ng the�r arms, roll�ng the�r
h�ps, expand�ng the�r backs w�th the humps formed by the br�ck
between the sh�rt and the jacket. And �n th�s wholesale return to
work, �n these mute shadows, all black, w�thout a laugh, w�thout a
look as�de, one felt the teeth clenched w�th rage, the hearts swollen
w�th hatred, a s�mple res�gnat�on to the necess�ty of the belly.
The nearer Ét�enne approached the p�t the more the�r number
�ncreased. They nearly all walked alone; those who came �n groups
were �n s�ngle f�le, already exhausted, t�red of one another and of
themselves. He not�ced one who was very old, w�th eyes that shone
l�ke hot coals beneath h�s l�v�d forehead. Another, a young man, was
pant�ng w�th the restra�ned fury of a storm. Many had the�r sabots �n
the�r hands; one could scarcely hear the soft sound of the�r coarse
woollen stock�ngs on the ground. It was an endless rustl�ng, a
general downfall, the forced march of a beaten army, mov�ng on w�th
lowered heads, sullenly absorbed �n the des�re to renew the struggle
and ach�eve revenge.
When Ét�enne arr�ved, Jean-Bart was emerg�ng from the shade; the
lanterns, hooked on to the platform, were st�ll burn�ng �n the grow�ng
dawn. Above the obscure bu�ld�ngs a tra�l of steam arose l�ke a wh�te
plume del�cately t�nted w�th carm�ne. He passed up the s�ft�ng-
sta�rcase to go to the rece�v�ng-room. The descent was beg�nn�ng,
and the men were com�ng from the shed. For a moment he stood by,
mot�onless am�d the no�se and movement. The roll�ng of the trams
shook the metal floor, the drums were turn�ng, unroll�ng the cables �n
the m�dst of cr�es from the trumpet, the r�ng�ng of bells, blows of the
mallet on the s�gnal block; he found the monster aga�n swallow�ng
h�s da�ly rat�on of human flesh, the cages r�s�ng and plung�ng,
engulf�ng the�r burden of men, w�thout ceas�ng, w�th the fac�le gulp of
a vorac�ous g�ant. S�nce h�s acc�dent he had a nervous horror of the
m�ne. The cages, as they sank down, tore h�s bowels. He had to turn
away h�s head; the p�t exasperated h�m.
But �n the vast and st�ll sombre hall, feebly l�ghted up by the
exhausted lanterns, he could perce�ve no fr�endly face. The m�ners,



who were wa�t�ng there w�th bare feet and the�r lamps �n the�r hands,
looked at h�m w�th large restless eyes, and then lowered the�r faces,
draw�ng back w�th an a�r of shame. No doubt they knew h�m and no
longer had any sp�te aga�nst h�m; they seemed, on the contrary, to
fear h�m, blush�ng at the thought that he would reproach them w�th
coward�ce. Th�s att�tude made h�s heart swell; he forgot that these
wretches had stoned h�m, he aga�n began to dream of chang�ng
them �nto heroes, of d�rect�ng a whole people, th�s force of nature
wh�ch was devour�ng �tself. A cage was embark�ng �ts men, and the
batch d�sappeared; as others arr�ved he saw at last one of h�s
l�eutenants �n the str�ke, a worthy fellow who had sworn to d�e.
"You too!" he murmured, w�th ach�ng heart.
The other turned pale and h�s l�ps trembled; then, w�th a movement
of excuse:
"What would you have? I've got a w�fe."
Now �n the new crowd com�ng from the shed he recogn�zed them all.
"You too!—you too!—you too!"
And all shrank back, stammer�ng �n choked vo�ces:
"I have a mother."—"I have ch�ldren."—"One must get bread."
The cage d�d not reappear; they wa�ted for �t mournfully, w�th such
sorrow at the�r defeat that they avo�ded meet�ng each other's eyes,
obst�nately gaz�ng at the shaft.
"And Maheude?" Ét�enne asked.
They made no reply. One made a s�gn that she was com�ng. Others
ra�sed the�r arms, trembl�ng w�th p�ty. Ah, poor woman! what
wretchedness! The s�lence cont�nued, and when Ét�enne stretched
out h�s hand to b�d them farewell, they all pressed �t v�gorously,
putt�ng �nto that mute squeeze the�r rage at hav�ng y�elded, the�r
fever�sh hope of revenge. The cage was there; they got �nto �t and
sank, devoured by the gulf.
P�erron had appeared w�th h�s naked capta�n's lamp f�xed �nto the
leather of h�s cap. For the past week he had been ch�ef of the gang



at the p�t-eye, and the men moved away, for promot�on had rendered
h�m bossy. The s�ght of Ét�enne annoyed h�m; he came up, however,
and was at last reassured when the young man announced h�s
departure. They talked. H�s w�fe now kept the Estam�net du Progrés,
thanks to the support of all those gentlemen, who had been so good
to her. But he �nterrupted h�mself and turned fur�ously on to Father
Mouque, whom he accused of not send�ng up the dung-heap from
h�s stable at the regulat�on hour. The old man l�stened w�th bent
shoulders. Then, before go�ng down, suffer�ng from th�s repr�mand,
he, too, gave h�s hand to Ét�enne, w�th the same long pressure as
the others, warm w�th restra�ned anger and qu�ver�ng w�th future
rebell�on. And th�s old hand wh�ch trembled �n h�s, th�s old man who
was forg�v�ng h�m for the loss of h�s dead ch�ldren, affected Ét�enne
to such a degree that he watched h�m d�sappear w�thout say�ng a
word.
"Then Maheude �s not com�ng th�s morn�ng?" he asked P�erron after
a t�me.
At f�rst the latter pretended not to understand, for there was �ll luck
even �n speak�ng of her. Then, as he moved away, under the pretext
of g�v�ng an order, he sa�d at last:
"Eh! Maheude? There she �s."
In fact, Maheude had reached the shed w�th her lamp �n her hand,
dressed �n trousers and jacket, w�th her head conf�ned �n the cap. It
was by a char�table except�on that the Company, p�ty�ng the fate of
th�s unhappy woman, so cruelly affl�cted, had allowed her to go down
aga�n at the age of forty; and as �t seemed d�ff�cult to set her aga�n at
haulage work, she was employed to man�pulate a small vent�lator
wh�ch had been �nstalled �n the north gallery, �n those �nfernal
reg�ons beneath Tartaret, where there was no movement of a�r. For
ten hours, w�th ach�ng back, she turned her wheel at the bottom of a
burn�ng tube, baked by forty degrees of heat. She earned th�rty sous.
When Ét�enne saw her, a p�t�ful s�ght �n her male garments—her
breast and belly seem�ng to be swollen by the dampness of the
cutt�ngs—he stammered w�th surpr�se, try�ng to f�nd words to expla�n
that he was go�ng away and that he w�shed to say good-bye to her.



She looked at h�m w�thout l�sten�ng, and sa�d at last, speak�ng
fam�l�arly:
"Eh? �t surpr�ses you to see me. It's true enough that I threatened to
wr�ng the neck of the f�rst of my ch�ldren who went down aga�n; and
now that I'm go�ng down I ought to wr�ng my own, ought I not? Ah,
well! I should have done �t by now �f �t hadn't been for the old man
and the l�ttle ones at the house."
And she went on �n her low, fat�gued vo�ce. She d�d not excuse
herself, she s�mply narrated th�ngs—that they had been nearly
starved, and that she had made up her m�nd to �t, so that they m�ght
not be sent away from the settlement.
"How �s the old man?" asked Ét�enne.
"He �s always very gentle and very clean. But he �s qu�te off h�s nut.
He was not brought up for that affa�r, you know. There was talk of
shutt�ng h�m up w�th the madmen, but I was not w�ll�ng; they would
have done for h�m �n h�s soup. H�s story has, all the same, been very
bad for us, for he'll never get h�s pens�on; one of those gentlemen
told me that �t would be �mmoral to g�ve h�m one."
"Is Jeanl�n work�ng?"
"Yes, those gentlemen found someth�ng for h�m to do at the top. He
gets twenty sous. Oh! I don't compla�n; the bosses have been very
good, as they told me themselves. The brat's twenty sous and my
th�rty, that makes f�fty. If there were not s�x of us we should get
enough to eat. Estelle devours now, and the worst �s that �t w�ll be
four or f�ve years before Lénore and Henr� are old enough to come to
the p�t."
Ét�enne could not restra�n a movement of pa�n.
"They, too!"
Maheude's pale cheeks turned red, and her eyes flamed. But her
shoulders sank as �f beneath the we�ght of dest�ny.
"What would you have? They after the others. They have all been
done for there; now �t's the�r turn."



She was s�lent; some landers, who were roll�ng trams, d�sturbed
them. Through the large dusty w�ndows the early sun was enter�ng,
drown�ng the lanterns �n grey l�ght; and the eng�ne moved every
three m�nutes, the cables unrolled, the cages cont�nued to swallow
down men.
"Come along, you loungers, look sharp!" shouted P�erron. "Get �n;
we shall never have done w�th �t today."
Maheude, whom he was look�ng at, d�d not st�r. She had already
allowed three cages to pass, and she sa�d, as though arous�ng
herself and remember�ng Ét�enne's f�rst words:
"Then you're go�ng away?"
"Yes, th�s morn�ng."
"You're r�ght; better be somewhere else �f one can. And I'm glad to
have seen you, because you can know now, anyhow, that I've
noth�ng on my m�nd aga�nst you. For a moment I could have k�lled
you, after all that slaughter. But one th�nks, doesn't one? One sees
that when all's reckoned up �t's nobody's fault. No, no! �t's not your
fault; �t's the fault of everybody."
Now she talked w�th tranqu�ll�ty of her dead, of her man, of Zachar�e,
of Cather�ne; and tears only came �nto her eyes when she uttered
Alz�re's name. She had resumed her calm reasonableness, and
judged th�ngs sens�bly. It would br�ng no luck to the m�ddle class to
have k�lled so many poor people. Sure enough, they would be
pun�shed for �t one day, for everyth�ng has to be pa�d for. There
would even be no need to �nterfere; the whole th�ng would explode
by �tself. The sold�ers would f�re on the masters just as they had f�red
on the men. And �n her everlast�ng res�gnat�on, �n that hered�tary
d�sc�pl�ne under wh�ch she was aga�n bow�ng, a conv�ct�on had
establ�shed �tself, the certa�nty that �njust�ce could not last longer,
and that, �f there were no good God left, another would spr�ng up to
avenge the wretched.
She spoke �n a low vo�ce, w�th susp�c�ous glances round. Then, as
P�erron was com�ng up, she added, aloud:



"Well, �f you're go�ng, you must take your th�ngs from our house.
There are st�ll two sh�rts, three handkerch�efs, and an old pa�r of
trousers."
Ét�enne, w�th a gesture, refused these few th�ngs saved from the
dealers.
"No, �t's not worth wh�le; they can be for the ch�ldren. At Par�s I can
arrange for myself."
Two more cages had gone down, and P�erron dec�ded to speak
stra�ght to Maheude.
"I say now, over there, they are wa�t�ng for you! Is that l�ttle chat
nearly done?"
But she turned her back. Why should he be so zealous, th�s man
who had sold h�mself? The descent d�dn't concern h�m. H�s men
hated h�m enough already on h�s level. And she pers�sted, w�th her
lamp �n her hand, frozen am�d the draughts �n sp�te of the m�ldness
of the season. Ne�ther Ét�enne nor she found anyth�ng more to say.
They rema�ned fac�ng each other w�th hearts so full that they would
have l�ked to speak once more.
At last she spoke for the sake of speak�ng.
"The Levaque �s �n the fam�ly way. Levaque �s st�ll �n pr�son;
Bouteloup �s tak�ng h�s place meanwh�le."
"Ah, yes! Bouteloup."
"And, l�sten! d�d I tell you? Ph�loméne has gone away."
"What! gone away?"
"Yes, gone away w�th a Pas-de-Cala�s m�ner. I was afra�d she would
leave the two brats on me. But no, she took them w�th her. Eh? A
woman who sp�ts blood and always looks as �f she were on the po�nt
of death!"
She mused for a moment, and then went on �n a slow vo�ce:
"There's been talk on my account. You remember they sa�d I slept
w�th you. Lord! After my man's death that m�ght very well have



happened �f I had been younger. But now I'm glad �t wasn't so, for we
should have regretted �t, sure enough."
"Yes, we should have regretted �t," Ét�enne repeated, s�mply.
That was all; they spoke no more. A cage was wa�t�ng for her; she
was be�ng called angr�ly, threatened w�th a f�ne. Then she made up
her m�nd, and pressed h�s hand. Deeply moved, he st�ll looked at
her, so worn and worked out, w�th her l�v�d face, her d�scoloured ha�r
escap�ng from the blue cap, her body as of a good over-fru�tful beast,
deformed beneath the jacket and trousers. And �n th�s last pressure
of the hands he felt aga�n the long, s�lent pressure of h�s mates,
g�v�ng h�m a rendezvous for the day when they would beg�n aga�n.
He understood perfectly. There was a tranqu�l fa�th �n the depths of
her eyes. It would be soon, and th�s t�me �t would be the f�nal blow.
"What a damned shammer!" excla�med P�erron.
Pushed and hustled, Maheude squeezed �nto a tram w�th four
others. The s�gnal-cord was drawn to str�ke for meat, the cage was
unhooked and fell �nto the n�ght, and there was noth�ng more but the
rap�d fl�ght of the cable.
Then Ét�enne left the p�t. Below, beneath the screen�ng-shed, he
not�ced a creature seated on the earth, w�th legs stretched out, �n the
m�dst of a th�ck p�le of coal. It was Jeanl�n, who was employed there
to clean the large coal. He held a block of coal between h�s th�ghs,
and freed �t w�th a hammer from the fragments of slate. A f�ne
powder drowned h�m �n such a flood of soot that the young man
would never have recogn�zed h�m �f the ch�ld had not l�fted h�s ape-
l�ke face, w�th the protrud�ng ears and small green�sh eyes. He
laughed, w�th a jok�ng a�r, and, g�v�ng a f�nal blow to the block,
d�sappeared �n the black dust wh�ch arose.
Outs�de, Ét�enne followed the road for a wh�le, absorbed �n h�s
thoughts. All sorts of �deas were buzz�ng �n h�s head. But he felt the
open a�r, the free sky, and he breathed deeply. The sun was
appear�ng �n glory at the hor�zon, there was a reawaken�ng of
gladness over the whole country. A flood of gold rolled from the east
to the west on the �mmense pla�n. Th�s heat of l�fe was expand�ng



and extend�ng �n a tremor of youth, �n wh�ch v�brated the s�ghs of the
earth, the song of b�rds, all the murmur�ng sounds of the waters and
the woods. It was good to l�ve, and the old world wanted to l�ve
through one more spr�ng.
And penetrated by that hope, Ét�enne slackened h�s walk, h�s eyes
wander�ng to r�ght and to left am�d the ga�ety of the new season. He
thought about h�mself, he felt h�mself strong, seasoned by h�s hard
exper�ences at the bottom of the m�ne. H�s educat�on was complete,
he was go�ng away armed, a rat�onal sold�er of the revolut�on, hav�ng
declared war aga�nst soc�ety as he saw �t and as he condemned �t.
The joy of rejo�n�ng Pluchart and of be�ng, l�ke Pluchart, a leader who
was l�stened to, �nsp�red h�m w�th speeches, and he began to
arrange the phrases. He was med�tat�ng an enlarged programme;
that m�ddle-class ref�nement, wh�ch had ra�sed h�m above h�s class,
had deepened h�s hatred of the m�ddle class. He felt the need of
glor�fy�ng these workers, whose odour of wretchedness was now
unpleasant to h�m; he would show that they alone were great and
sta�nless, the only nob�l�ty and the only strength �n wh�ch human�ty
could be d�pped afresh. He already saw h�mself �n the tr�bune,
tr�umph�ng w�th the people, �f the people d�d not devour h�m.
The loud song of a lark made h�m look up towards the sky. L�ttle red
clouds, the last vapours of the n�ght, were melt�ng �n the l�mp�d blue;
and the vague faces of Souvar�ne and Rasseneur came to h�s
memory. Dec�dedly, all was spo�lt when each man tr�ed to get power
for h�mself. Thus that famous Internat�onal wh�ch was to have
renewed the world had �mpotently m�scarr�ed, and �ts form�dable
army had been cut up and crumbled away from �nternal d�ssens�ons.
Was Darw�n r�ght, then, and the world only a battlef�eld, where the
strong ate the weak for the sake of the beauty and cont�nuance of
the race? Th�s quest�on troubled h�m, although he settled �t l�ke a
man who �s sat�sf�ed w�th h�s knowledge. But one �dea d�ss�pated h�s
doubts and enchanted h�m—that of tak�ng up h�s old explanat�on of
the theory the f�rst t�me that he should speak. If any class must be
devoured, would not the people, st�ll new and full of l�fe, devour the
m�ddle class, exhausted by enjoyment? The new soc�ety would ar�se
from new blood. And �n th�s expectat�on of an �nvas�on of barbar�ans,



regenerat�ng the old decayed nat�ons, reappeared h�s absolute fa�th
�n an approach�ng revolut�on, the real one—that of the workers—the
f�re of wh�ch would �nflame th�s century's end w�th that purple of the
r�s�ng sun wh�ch he saw l�ke blood on the sky.
He st�ll walked, dream�ng, str�k�ng h�s br�er st�ck aga�nst the fl�nts on
the road, and when he glanced around h�m he recogn�zed the
var�ous places. Just there, at the Fourche-aux-Bœufs, he
remembered that he had taken command of the band that morn�ng
when the p�ts were sacked. Today the brut�sh, deathly, �ll-pa�d work
was beg�nn�ng over aga�n. Beneath the earth, down there at seven
hundred metres, �t seemed to h�m he heard low, regular, cont�nuous
blows; �t was the men he had just seen go down, the black workers,
who were hammer�ng �n the�r s�lent rage. No doubt they were
beaten. They had left the�r dead and the�r money on the f�eld; but
Par�s would not forget the volleys f�red at the Voreux, and the blood
of the emp�re, too, would flow from that �ncurable wound. And �f the
�ndustr�al cr�s�s was draw�ng to an end, �f the workshops were
open�ng aga�n one by one, a state of war was no less declared, and
peace was henceforth �mposs�ble. The coll�ers had reckoned up the�r
men; they had tr�ed the�r strength, w�th the�r cry for just�ce arous�ng
the workers all over France. The�r defeat, therefore, reassured no
one. The Montsou bourgeo�s, �n the�r v�ctory, felt the vague
uneas�ness that ar�ses on the morrow of a str�ke, look�ng beh�nd
them to see �f the�r end d�d not l�e �nev�tably over there, �n sp�te of all
beyond that great s�lence. They understood that the revolut�on would
be born aga�n unceas�ngly, perhaps to-morrow, w�th a general str�ke
—the common understand�ng of all workers hav�ng general funds,
and so able to hold out for months, eat�ng the�r own bread. Th�s t�me
a push only had been g�ven to a ru�nous soc�ety, but they had heard
the rumbl�ng beneath the�r feet, and they felt more shocks ar�s�ng,
and st�ll more, unt�l the old ed�f�ce would be crushed, fallen �n and
swallowed, go�ng down l�ke the Voreux to the abyss.



Ét�enne took the Jo�selle road, to the left. He remembered that he
had prevented the band from rush�ng on to Gaston-Mar�e. Afar, �n
the clear sky he saw the steeples of several p�ts—M�rou to the r�ght,
Madele�ne and Crévecœur s�de by s�de. Work was go�ng on
everywhere; he seemed to be able to catch the blows of the p�ck at
the bottom of the earth, str�k�ng now from one end of the pla�n to the
other, one blow, and another blow, and yet more blows, beneath the
f�elds and roads and v�llages wh�ch were laugh�ng �n the l�ght, all the
obscure labour of the underground pr�son, so crushed by the
enormous mass of the rocks that one had to know �t was underneath
there to d�st�ngu�sh �ts great pa�nful s�gh. And he now thought that,
perhaps, v�olence would not hasten th�ngs. Cutt�ng cables, tear�ng up
ra�ls, break�ng lamps, what a useless task �t was! It was not worth
wh�le for three thousand men to rush about �n a devastat�ng band
do�ng that. He vaguely d�v�ned that lawful methods m�ght one day be
more terr�ble. H�s reason was r�pen�ng, he had sown the w�ld oats of
h�s sp�te. Yes, Maheude had well sa�d, w�th her good sense, that that
would be the great blow—to organ�ze qu�etly, to know one another,
to un�te �n assoc�at�ons when the laws would perm�t �t; then, on the
morn�ng when they felt the�r strength, and m�ll�ons of workers would
be face to face w�th a few thousand �dlers, to take the power �nto
the�r own hands and become the masters. Ah! what a reawaken�ng
of truth and just�ce! The sated and crouch�ng god would at once get
h�s death-blow, the monstrous �dol h�dden �n the depths of h�s
sanctuary, �n that unknown d�stance where poor wretches fed h�m
w�th the�r flesh w�thout ever hav�ng seen h�m.
But Ét�enne, leav�ng the Vandame road, now came on to the paved
street. On the r�ght he saw Montsou, wh�ch was lost �n the valley.
Oppos�te were the ru�ns of the Voreux, the accursed hole where
three pumps worked unceas�ngly. Then there were the other p�ts at
the hor�zon, the V�cto�re, Sa�nt-Thomas, Feutry-Cantel; wh�le,
towards the north, the tall ch�mneys of the blast furnaces, and the
batter�es of coke ovens, were smok�ng �n the transparent morn�ng
a�r. If he was not to lose the e�ght o'clock tra�n he must hasten, for he
had st�ll s�x k�lometres before h�m.



And beneath h�s feet, the deep blows, those obst�nate blows of the
p�ck, cont�nued. The mates were all there; he heard them follow�ng
h�m at every str�de. Was not that Maheude beneath the beetroots,
w�th bent back and hoarse resp�rat�on accompany�ng the rumble of
the vent�lator? To left, to r�ght, farther on, he seemed to recogn�ze
others beneath the wheatf�elds, the hedges, the young trees. Now
the Apr�l sun, �n the open sky, was sh�n�ng �n h�s glory, and warm�ng
the pregnant earth. From �ts fert�le flanks l�fe was leap�ng out, buds
were burst�ng �nto green leaves, and the f�elds were qu�ver�ng w�th
the growth of the grass. On every s�de seeds were swell�ng,
stretch�ng out, crack�ng the pla�n, f�lled by the need of heat and l�ght.
An overflow of sap was m�xed w�th wh�sper�ng vo�ces, the sound of
the germs expand�ng �n a great k�ss. Aga�n and aga�n, more and
more d�st�nctly, as though they were approach�ng the so�l, the mates
were hammer�ng. In the f�ery rays of the sun on th�s youthful morn�ng
the country seemed full of that sound. Men were spr�ng�ng forth, a
black aveng�ng army, germ�nat�ng slowly �n the furrows, grow�ng
towards the harvests of the next century, and the�r germ�nat�on would
soon overturn the earth.
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