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THE DOWNFALL



PART FIRST



I.

In the m�ddle of the broad, fert�le pla�n that stretches away �n the
d�rect�on of the Rh�ne, a m�le and a quarter from Mülhausen, the
camp was p�tched. In the f�tful l�ght of the overcast August day,
beneath the lower�ng sky that was f�lled w�th heavy dr�ft�ng clouds,
the long l�nes of squat wh�te shelter-tents seemed to cower closer to
the ground, and the muskets, stacked at regular �ntervals along the
reg�mental fronts, made l�ttle spots of br�ghtness, wh�le over all the
sentr�es w�th loaded p�eces kept watch and ward, mot�onless as
statues, stra�n�ng the�r eyes to p�erce the purpl�sh m�sts that lay on
the hor�zon and showed where the m�ghty r�ver ran.

It was about f�ve o’clock when they had come �n from Belfort; �t
was now e�ght, and the men had only just rece�ved the�r rat�ons.
There could be no d�str�but�on of wood, however, the wagons hav�ng
gone astray, and �t had therefore been �mposs�ble for them to make
f�res and warm the�r soup. They had consequently been obl�ged to
content themselves as best they m�ght, wash�ng down the�r dry hard-
tack w�th cop�ous draughts of brandy, a proceed�ng that was not
calculated greatly to help the�r t�red legs after the�r long march. Near
the canteen, however, beh�nd the stacks of muskets, there were two
sold�ers pert�nac�ously endeavor�ng to el�c�t a blaze from a small p�le
of green wood, the trunks of some small trees that they had chopped
down w�th the�r sword-bayonets, and that were obst�nately
determ�ned not to burn. The cloud of th�ck, black smoke, r�s�ng slowly
�n the even�ng a�r, added to the general cheerlessness of the scene.

There were but twelve thousand men there, all of the 7th corps
that the general, Fel�x Douay, had w�th h�m at the t�me. The 1st
d�v�s�on had been ordered to Froeschw�ller the day before; the 3d
was st�ll at Lyons, and �t had been dec�ded to leave Belfort and hurry



to the front w�th the 2d d�v�s�on, the reserve art�llery, and an
�ncomplete d�v�s�on of cavalry. F�res had been seen at Lorrach. The
sous-préfet at Schelestadt had sent a telegram announc�ng that the
Pruss�ans were prepar�ng to pass the Rh�ne at Markolshe�m. The
general d�d not l�ke h�s unsupported pos�t�on on the extreme r�ght,
where he was cut off from commun�cat�on w�th the other corps, and
h�s movement �n the d�rect�on of the front�er had been accelerated by
the �ntell�gence he had rece�ved the day before of the d�sastrous
surpr�se at W�ssembourg. Even �f he should not be called on to face
the enemy on h�s own front, he felt that he was l�kely at any moment
to be ordered to march to the rel�ef of the 1st corps. There must be
f�ght�ng go�ng on, away down the r�ver near Froeschw�ller, on that
dark and threaten�ng Saturday, that om�nous 6th of August; there
was premon�t�on of �t �n the sultry a�r, and the stray puffs of w�nd
passed shudder�ngly over the camp as �f fraught w�th t�d�ngs of
�mpend�ng ev�l. And for two days the d�v�s�on had bel�eved that �t was
march�ng forth to battle; the men had expected to f�nd the Pruss�ans
�n the�r front, at the term�nat�on of the�r forced march from Belfort to
Mülhausen.

The day was draw�ng to an end, and from a remote corner of the
camp the rattl�ng drums and the shr�ll bugles sounded retreat, the
sound dy�ng away fa�ntly �n the d�stance on the st�ll a�r of even�ng.
Jean Macquart, who had been secur�ng the tent and dr�v�ng the pegs
home, rose to h�s feet. When �t began to be rumored that there was
to be war he had left Rognes, the scene of the bloody drama �n
wh�ch he had lost h�s w�fe, Franço�se and the acres that she brought
h�m; he had re-enl�sted at the age of th�rty-n�ne, and been ass�gned
to the 106th of the l�ne, of wh�ch they were at that t�me f�ll�ng up the
cadres, w�th h�s old rank of corporal, and there were moments when
he could not help wonder�ng how �t ever came about that he, who
after Solfer�no had been so glad to qu�t the serv�ce and cease
endanger�ng h�s own and other people’s l�ves, was aga�n wear�ng the
capote of the �nfantry man. But what �s a man to do, when he has
ne�ther trade nor call�ng, ne�ther w�fe, house, nor home, and h�s heart
�s heavy w�th m�ngled rage and sorrow? As well go and have a shot
at the enemy, �f they come where they are not wanted. And he
remembered h�s old battle cry: Ah! bon sang! �f he had no longer



heart for honest to�l, he would go and defend her, h�s country, the old
land of France!

When Jean was on h�s legs he cast a look about the camp, where
the summons of the drums and bugles, taken up by one command
after another, produced a momentary bustle, the conclus�on of the
bus�ness of the day. Some men were runn�ng to take the�r places �n
the ranks, wh�le others, already half asleep, arose and stretched
the�r st�ff l�mbs w�th an a�r of exasperated wear�ness. He stood
wa�t�ng pat�ently for roll-call, w�th that cheerful �mperturbab�l�ty and
determ�nat�on to make the best of everyth�ng that made h�m the good
sold�er that he was. H�s comrades were accustomed to say of h�m
that �f he had only had educat�on he would have made h�s mark. He
could just barely read and wr�te, and h�s asp�rat�ons d�d not r�se even
so h�gh as to a sergeantcy. Once a peasant, always a peasant.

But he found someth�ng to �nterest h�m �n the f�re of green wood
that was st�ll smolder�ng and send�ng up dense volumes of smoke,
and he stepped up to speak to the two men who were busy�ng
themselves over �t, Loubet and Lapoulle, both members of h�s
squad.

“Qu�t that! You are st�fl�ng the whole camp.”
Loubet, a lean, act�ve fellow and someth�ng of a wag, repl�ed:
“It w�ll burn, corporal; I assure you �t w�ll—why don’t you blow,

you!”
And by way of encouragement he bestowed a k�ck on Lapoulle, a

colossus of a man, who was on h�s knees puff�ng away w�th m�ght
and ma�n, h�s cheeks d�stended t�ll they were l�ke w�ne-sk�ns, h�s
face red and swollen, and h�s eyes start�ng from the�r orb�ts and
stream�ng w�th tears. Two other men of the squad, Chouteau and
Pache, the former stretched at length upon h�s back l�ke a man who
apprec�ates the del�ght of �dleness, and the latter engrossed �n the
occupat�on of putt�ng a patch on h�s trousers, laughed long and loud
at the r�d�culous express�on on the face of the�r comrade, the brut�sh
Lapoulle.

Jean d�d not �nterfere to check the�r merr�ment. Perhaps the t�me
was at hand when they would not have much occas�on for laughter,
and he, w�th all h�s ser�ousness and h�s humdrum, l�teral way of



tak�ng th�ngs, d�d not cons�der that �t was part of h�s duty to be
melancholy, preferr�ng rather to close h�s eyes or look the other way
when h�s men were enjoy�ng themselves. But h�s attent�on was
attracted to a second group not far away, another sold�er of h�s
squad, Maur�ce Levasseur, who had been convers�ng earnestly for
near an hour w�th a c�v�l�an, a red-ha�red gentleman who was
apparently about th�rty-s�x years old, w�th an �ntell�gent, honest face,
�llum�nated by a pa�r of b�g protrud�ng blue eyes, ev�dently the eyes
of a near-s�ghted man. They had been jo�ned by an art�lleryman, a
quartermaster-sergeant from the reserves, a know�ng, self-sat�sf�ed-
look�ng person w�th brown mustache and �mper�al, and the three
stood talk�ng l�ke old fr�ends, unm�ndful of what was go�ng on about
them.

In the k�ndness of h�s heart, �n order to save them a repr�mand, �f
not someth�ng worse, Jean stepped up to them and sa�d:

“You had better be go�ng, s�r. It �s past retreat, and �f the l�eutenant
should see you—” Maur�ce d�d not perm�t h�m to conclude h�s
sentence:

“Stay where you are, We�ss,” he sa�d, and turn�ng to the corporal,
curtly added: “Th�s gentleman �s my brother-�n-law. He has a pass
from the colonel, who �s acqua�nted w�th h�m.”

What bus�ness had he to �nterfere w�th other people’s affa�rs, that
peasant whose hands were st�ll reek�ng of the manure-heap? He
was a lawyer, had been adm�tted to the bar the preced�ng autumn,
had enl�sted as a volunteer and been rece�ved �nto the 106th w�thout
the formal�ty of pass�ng through the recru�t�ng stat�on, thanks to the
favor of the colonel; �t was true that he had condescended to carry a
musket, but from the very start he had been consc�ous of a feel�ng of
avers�on and rebell�on toward that �gnorant clown under whose
command he was.

“Very well,” Jean tranqu�lly repl�ed; “don’t blame me �f your fr�end
f�nds h�s way to the guardhouse.”

Thereon he turned and went away, assured that Maur�ce had not
been ly�ng, for the colonel, M. de V�neu�l, w�th h�s command�ng, h�gh-
bred manner and th�ck wh�te mustache b�sect�ng h�s long yellow
face, passed by just then and saluted We�ss and the sold�er w�th a



sm�le. The colonel pursued h�s way at a good round pace toward a
farmhouse that was v�s�ble off to the r�ght among the plum trees, a
few hundred feet away, where the staff had taken up the�r quarters
for the n�ght. No one could say whether the general command�ng the
7th corps was there or not; he was �n deep affl�ct�on on account of
the death of h�s brother, sla�n �n the act�on at W�ssembourg. The
br�gad�er, however, Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, �n whose command the
106th was, was certa�n to be there, brawl�ng as loud as ever, and
trundl�ng h�s fat body about on h�s short, pudgy legs, w�th h�s red
nose and rub�cund face, vouchers for the good d�nners he had
eaten, and not l�kely ever to become top-heavy by reason of
excess�ve we�ght �n h�s upper story. There was a st�r and movement
about the farmhouse that seemed to be momentar�ly �ncreas�ng;
cour�ers and orderl�es were arr�v�ng and depart�ng every m�nute; they
were awa�t�ng there, w�th fever�sh anx�ety of �mpat�ence, the belated
d�spatches wh�ch should adv�se them of the result of the battle that
everyone, all that long August day, had felt to be �mm�nent. Where
had �t been fought? what had been the �ssue? As n�ght closed �n and
darkness shrouded the scene, a forebod�ng sense of calam�ty
seemed to settle down upon the orchard, upon the scattered stacks
of gra�n about the stables, and spread, and envelop them �n waves
of �nky blackness. It was sa�d, also, that a Pruss�an spy had been
caught roam�ng about the camp, and that he had been taken to the
house to be exam�ned by the general. Perhaps Colonel de V�neu�l
had rece�ved a telegram of some k�nd, that he was �n such great
haste.

Meant�me Maur�ce had resumed h�s conversat�on w�th h�s brother-
�n-law We�ss and h�s cous�n Honoré Fouchard, the quartermaster-
sergeant. Retreat, commenc�ng �n the remote d�stance, then
gradually swell�ng �n volume as �t drew near w�th �ts blare and rattle,
reached them, passed them, and d�ed away �n the solemn st�llness
of the tw�l�ght; they seemed to be qu�te unconsc�ous of �t. The young
man was grandson to a hero of the Grand Army, and had f�rst seen
the l�ght at Chêne-Populeux, where h�s father, not car�ng to tread the
path of glory, had held an �ll-pa�d pos�t�on as collector of taxes. H�s
mother, a peasant, had d�ed �n g�v�ng h�m b�rth, h�m and h�s tw�n
s�ster Henr�ette, who at an early age had become a second mother



to h�m, and that he was now what he was, a pr�vate �n the ranks, was
ow�ng ent�rely to h�s own �mprudence, the headlong d�ss�pat�on of a
weak and enthus�ast�c nature, h�s money squandered and h�s
substance wasted on women, cards, the thousand foll�es of the all-
devour�ng m�notaur, Par�s, when he had concluded h�s law stud�es
there and h�s relat�ves had �mpover�shed themselves to make a
gentleman of h�m. H�s conduct had brought h�s father to the grave;
h�s s�ster, when he had str�pped her of her l�ttle all, had been so
fortunate as to f�nd a husband �n that excellent young fellow We�ss,
who had long held the pos�t�on of accountant �n the great sugar
ref�nery at Chêne-Populeux, and was now foreman for M.
Delaherche, one of the ch�ef cloth manufacturers of Sedan. And
Maur�ce, always cheered and encouraged when he saw a prospect
of amendment �n h�mself, and equally d�sheartened when h�s good
resolves fa�led h�m and he relapsed, generous and enthus�ast�c but
w�thout stead�ness of purpose, a weathercock that sh�fted w�th every
vary�ng breath of �mpulse, now bel�eved that exper�ence had done �ts
work and taught h�m the error of h�s ways. He was a small, l�ght-
complex�oned man, w�th a h�gh, well-developed forehead, small
nose, and retreat�ng ch�n, and a pa�r of attract�ve gray eyes �n a face
that �nd�cated �ntell�gence; there were t�mes when h�s m�nd seemed
to lack balance.

We�ss, on the eve of the commencement of host�l�t�es, had found
that there were fam�ly matters that made �t necessary for h�m to v�s�t
Mülhausen, and had made a hurr�ed tr�p to that c�ty. That he had
been able to employ the good off�ces of Colonel de V�neu�l to afford
h�m an opportun�ty of shak�ng hands w�th h�s brother-�n-law was
ow�ng to the c�rcumstance that that off�cer was own uncle to young
Mme. Delaherche, a pretty young w�dow whom the cloth
manufacturer had marr�ed the year prev�ous, and whom Maur�ce and
Henr�ette, thanks to the�r be�ng ne�ghbors, had known as a g�rl. In
add�t�on to the colonel, moreover, Maur�ce had d�scovered that the
capta�n of h�s company, Beaudo�n, was an acqua�ntance of G�lberte,
Delaherche’s young w�fe; report even had �t that she and the capta�n
had been on terms of �nt�macy �n the days when she was Mme.
Mag�not, l�v�ng at Méz�ère, w�fe of M. Mag�not, the t�mber �nspector.



“G�ve Henr�ette a good k�ss for me, We�ss,” sa�d the young man,
who loved h�s s�ster pass�onately. “Tell her that she shall have no
reason to compla�n of me, that I w�sh her to be proud of her brother.”

Tears rose to h�s eyes at the remembrance of h�s m�sdeeds. The
brother-�n-law, who was also deeply affected, ended the pa�nful
scene by turn�ng to Honoré Fouchard, the art�lleryman.

“The f�rst t�me I am anywhere �n the ne�ghborhood,” he sa�d, “I w�ll
run up to Rem�lly and tell Uncle Fouchard that I saw you and that
you are well.”

Uncle Fouchard, a peasant, who owned a b�t of land and pl�ed the
trade of �t�nerant butcher, serv�ng h�s customers from a cart, was a
brother of Henr�ette’s and Maur�ce’s mother. He l�ved at Rem�lly, �n a
house perched upon a h�gh h�ll, about four m�les from Sedan.

“Good!” Honoré calmly answered; “the father don’t worry h�s head
a great deal on my account, but go there all the same �f you feel
�ncl�ned.”

At that moment there was a movement over �n the d�rect�on of the
farmhouse, and they beheld the straggler, the man who had been
arrested as a spy, come forth, free, accompan�ed only by a s�ngle
off�cer. He had l�kely had papers to show, or had trumped up a story
of some k�nd, for they were s�mply expell�ng h�m from the camp. In
the darken�ng tw�l�ght, and at the d�stance they were, they could not
make h�m out d�st�nctly, only a b�g, square-shouldered fellow w�th a
rough shock of redd�sh ha�r. And yet Maur�ce gave vent to an
exclamat�on of surpr�se.

“Honoré! look there. If one wouldn’t swear he was the Pruss�an—
you know, Gol�ah!”

The name made the art�lleryman start as �f he had been shot; he
stra�ned h�s blaz�ng eyes to follow the reced�ng shape. Gol�ah
Ste�nberg, the journeyman butcher, the man who had set h�m and h�s
father by the ears, who had stolen from h�m h�s S�lv�ne; the whole
base, d�rty, m�serable story, from wh�ch he had not yet ceased to
suffer! He would have run after, would have caught h�m by the throat
and strangled h�m, but the man had already crossed the l�ne of
stacked muskets, was mov�ng off and van�sh�ng �n the darkness.



“Oh!” he murmured, “Gol�ah! no, �t can’t be he. He �s down yonder,
f�ght�ng on the other s�de. If I ever come across h�m—”

He shook h�s f�st w�th an a�r of menace at the dusky hor�zon, at the
w�de empurpled stretch of eastern sky that stood for Pruss�a �n h�s
eyes. No one spoke; they heard the stra�ns of retreat aga�n, but very
d�stant now, away at the extreme end of the camp, blended and lost
among the hum of other �nd�st�ngu�shable sounds.

“F�chtre!” excla�med Honoré, “I shall have the pleasure of sleep�ng
on the soft s�de of a plank �n the guard-house unless I make haste
back to roll-call. Good-n�ght—ad�eu, everybody!”

And grasp�ng We�ss by both h�s hands and g�v�ng them a hearty
squeeze, he strode sw�ftly away toward the sl�ght elevat�on where
the guns of the reserves were parked, w�thout aga�n ment�on�ng h�s
father’s name or send�ng any word to S�lv�ne, whose name lay at the
end of h�s tongue.

The m�nutes sl�pped away, and over toward the left, where the 2d
br�gade lay, a bugle sounded. Another, near at hand, repl�ed, and
then a th�rd, �n the remote d�stance, took up the stra�n. Presently
there was a un�versal blar�ng, far and near, throughout the camp,
whereon Gaude, the bugler of the company, took up h�s �nstrument.
He was a tall, lank, beardless, melancholy youth, chary of h�s words,
sav�ng h�s breath for h�s calls, wh�ch he gave consc�ent�ously, w�th
the v�gor of a young hurr�cane.

Forthw�th Sergeant Sap�n, a ceremon�ous l�ttle man w�th large
vague eyes, stepped forward and began to call the roll. He rattled off
the names �n a th�n, p�p�ng vo�ce, wh�le the men, who had come up
and ranged themselves �n front of h�m, responded �n accents of
vary�ng p�tch, from the deep rumble of the v�oloncello to the shr�ll
note of the p�ccolo. But there came a h�tch �n the proceed�ngs.

“Lapoulle!” shouted the sergeant, call�ng the name a second t�me
w�th �ncreased emphas�s.

There was no response, and Jean rushed off to the place where
Pr�vate Lapoulle, egged on by h�s comrades, was �ndustr�ously try�ng
to fan the refractory fuel �nto a blaze; flat on h�s stomach before the
p�le of blacken�ng, splutter�ng wood, h�s face resembl�ng an



underdone beefsteak, the warr�or was now propell�ng dense clouds
of smoke hor�zontally along the surface of the pla�n.

“Thunder and ouns! Qu�t that, w�ll you!” yelled Jean, “and come
and answer to your name.”

Lapoulle rose to h�s feet w�th a dazed look on h�s face, then
appeared to grasp the s�tuat�on and yelled: “Present!” �n such
stentor�an tones that Loubet, pretend�ng to be upset by the
concuss�on, sank to the ground �n a s�tt�ng posture. Pache had
f�n�shed mend�ng h�s trousers and answered �n a vo�ce that was
barely aud�ble, that sounded more l�ke the mumbl�ng of a prayer.
Chouteau, not even troubl�ng h�mself to r�se, grunted h�s answer
unconcernedly and turned over on h�s s�de.

L�eutenant Rochas, the off�cer of the guard, was meant�me
stand�ng a few steps away, mot�onlessly awa�t�ng the conclus�on of
the ceremony. When Sergeant Sap�n had f�n�shed call�ng the roll and
came up to report that all were present, the off�cer, w�th a glance at
We�ss, who was st�ll convers�ng w�th Maur�ce, growled from under
h�s mustache:

“Yes, and one over. What �s that c�v�l�an do�ng here?”
“He has the colonel’s pass, L�eutenant,” expla�ned Jean, who had

heard the quest�on.
Rochas made no reply; he shrugged h�s shoulders d�sapprov�ngly

and resumed h�s round among the company streets wh�le wa�t�ng for
taps to sound. Jean, st�ff and sore after h�s day’s march, went and
sat down a l�ttle way from Maur�ce, whose murmured words fell
�nd�st�nctly upon h�s unl�sten�ng ear, for he, too, had vague, half
formed reflect�ons of h�s own that were st�rr�ng slugg�shly �n the
recesses of h�s muddy, torp�d m�nd.

Maur�ce was a bel�ever �n war �n the abstract; he cons�dered �t one
of the necessary ev�ls, essent�al to the very ex�stence of nat�ons.
Th�s was noth�ng more than the log�cal sequence of h�s course �n
embrac�ng those theor�es of evolut�on wh�ch �n those days exerc�sed
such a potent �nfluence on our young men of �ntell�gence and
educat�on. Is not l�fe �tself an unend�ng battle? Does not all nature
owe �ts be�ng to a ser�es of relentless confl�cts, the surv�val of the
f�ttest, the ma�ntenance and renewal of force by unceas�ng act�v�ty; �s



not death a necessary cond�t�on to young and v�gorous l�fe? And he
remembered the sensat�on of gladness that had f�lled h�s heart when
f�rst the thought occurred to h�m that he m�ght exp�ate h�s errors by
enl�st�ng and defend�ng h�s country on the front�er. It m�ght be that
France of the pleb�sc�te, wh�le g�v�ng �tself over to the Emperor, had
not des�red war; he h�mself, only a week prev�ously, had declared �t
to be a culpable and �d�ot�c measure. There were long d�scuss�ons
concern�ng the r�ght of a German pr�nce to occupy the throne of
Spa�n; as the quest�on gradually became more and more �ntr�cate
and muddled �t seemed as �f everyone must be wrong, no one r�ght;
so that �t was �mposs�ble to tell from wh�ch s�de the provocat�on
came, and the only part of the ent�re bus�ness that was clear to the
eyes of all was the �nev�table, the fatal law wh�ch at a g�ven moment
hurls nat�on aga�nst nat�on. Then Par�s was convulsed from center to
c�rcumference; he remembered that burn�ng summer’s n�ght, the
toss�ng, struggl�ng human t�de that f�lled the boulevards, the bands of
men brand�sh�ng torches before the Hôtel de V�lle, and yell�ng: “On
to Berl�n! on to Berl�n!” and he seemed to hear the stra�ns of the
Marse�lla�se, sung by a beaut�ful, stately woman w�th the face of a
queen, wrapped �n the folds of a flag, from her elevat�on on the box
of a coach. Was �t all a l�e, was �t true that the heart of Par�s had not
beaten then? And then, as was always the case w�th h�m, that
cond�t�on of nervous exc�tat�on had been succeeded by long hours of
doubt and d�sgust; there were all the small annoyances of the
sold�er’s l�fe; h�s arr�val at the barracks, h�s exam�nat�on by the
adjutant, the f�tt�ng of h�s un�form by the gruff sergeant, the
malodorous bedroom w�th �ts fet�d a�r and f�lthy floor, the horseplay
and coarse language of h�s new comrades, the merc�less dr�ll that
st�ffened h�s l�mbs and benumbed h�s bra�n. In a week’s t�me,
however, he had conquered h�s f�rst squeam�shness, and from that
t�me forth was comparat�vely contented w�th h�s lot; and when the
reg�ment was at last ordered forward to Belfort the fever of
enthus�asm had aga�n taken possess�on of h�m.

For the f�rst few days after they took the f�eld Maur�ce was
conv�nced that the�r success was absolutely certa�n. The Emperor’s
plan appeared to h�m perfectly clear: he would advance four hundred
thousand men to the left bank of the Rh�ne, pass the r�ver before the



Pruss�ans had completed the�r preparat�ons, separate northern and
southern Germany by a v�gorous �nroad, and by means of a br�ll�ant
v�ctory or two compel Austr�a and Italy to jo�n hands �mmed�ately w�th
France. Had there not been a short-l�ved rumor that that 7th corps of
wh�ch h�s reg�ment formed a part was to be embarked at Brest and
landed �n Denmark, where �t would create a d�vers�on that would
serve to neutral�ze one of the Pruss�an arm�es? They would be taken
by surpr�se; the arrogant nat�on would be overrun �n every d�rect�on
and crushed utterly w�th�n a few br�ef weeks. It would be a m�l�tary
p�cn�c, a hol�day excurs�on from Strasbourg to Berl�n. Wh�le they
were ly�ng �nact�ve at Belfort, however, h�s former doubts and fears
returned to h�m. To the 7th corps had been ass�gned the duty of
guard�ng the entrance to the Black Forest; �t had reached �ts pos�t�on
�n a state of confus�on that exceeded �mag�nat�on, def�c�ent �n men,
mater�al, everyth�ng. The 3d d�v�s�on was �n Italy; the 2d cavalry
br�gade had been halted at Lyons to check a threatened r�s�ng
among the people there, and three batter�es had straggled off �n
some d�rect�on—where, no one could say. Then the�r dest�tut�on �n
the way of stores and suppl�es was someth�ng wonderful; the depots
at Belfort, wh�ch were to have furn�shed everyth�ng, were empty; not
a s�gn of a tent, no mess-kettles, no flannel belts, no hosp�tal
suppl�es, no farr�ers’ forges, not even a horse-shackle. The
quartermaster’s and med�cal departments were w�thout tra�ned
ass�stants. At the very last moment �t was d�scovered that th�rty
thousand r�fles were pract�cally useless ow�ng to the absence of
some small p�n or other �nterchangeable mechan�sm about the
breech-blocks, and the off�cer who posted off �n hot haste to Par�s
succeeded w�th the greatest d�ff�culty �n secur�ng f�ve thousand of the
m�ss�ng �mplements. The�r �nact�v�ty, aga�n, was another matter that
kept h�m on p�ns and needles; why d�d they �dle away the�r t�me for
two weeks? why d�d they not advance? He saw clearly that each day
of delay was a m�stake that could never be repa�red, a chance of
v�ctory gone. And �f the plan of campa�gn that he had dreamed of
was clear and prec�se, �ts manner of execut�on was most lame and
�mpotent, a fact of wh�ch he was to learn a great deal more later on
and of wh�ch he had then only a fa�nt and gl�mmer�ng percept�on: the
seven army corps d�spersed along the extended front�er l�ne en



échelon, from Metz to B�tche and from B�tche to Belfort; the many
reg�ments and squadrons that had been recru�ted up to only half-
strength or less, so that the four hundred and th�rty thousand men on
paper melted away to two hundred and th�rty thousand at the
outs�de; the jealous�es among the generals, each of whom thought
only of secur�ng for h�mself a marshal’s baton, and gave no care to
support�ng h�s ne�ghbor; the fr�ghtful lack of fores�ght, mob�l�zat�on
and concentrat�on be�ng carr�ed on s�multaneously �n order to ga�n
t�me, a process that resulted �n confus�on worse confounded; a
system, �n a word, of dry rot and slow paralys�s, wh�ch, commenc�ng
w�th the head, w�th the Emperor h�mself, shattered �n health and
lack�ng �n promptness of dec�s�on, could not fa�l ult�mately to
commun�cate �tself to the whole army, d�sorgan�z�ng �t and
ann�h�lat�ng �ts eff�c�ency, lead�ng �t �nto d�saster from wh�ch �t had not
the means of extr�cat�ng �tself. And yet, over and above the dull
m�sery of that per�od of wa�t�ng, �n the �ntu�t�ve, shudder�ng
percept�on of what must �nfall�bly happen, h�s certa�nty that they must
be v�ctors �n the end rema�ned un�mpa�red.

On the 3d of August the cheerful news had been g�ven to the
publ�c of the v�ctory of Sarrebruck, fought and won the day before. It
could scarcely be called a great v�ctory, but the columns of the
newspapers teemed w�th enthus�ast�c gush; the �nvas�on of Germany
was begun, �t was the f�rst step �n the�r glor�ous march to tr�umph,
and the l�ttle Pr�nce Imper�al, who had coolly stooped and p�cked up
a bullet from the battlef�eld, then commenced to be celebrated �n
legend. Two days later, however, when �ntell�gence came of the
surpr�se and defeat at W�ssembourg, every mouth was opened to
em�t a cry of rage and d�stress. That f�ve thousand men, caught �n a
trap, had faced th�rty-f�ve thousand Pruss�ans all one long summer
day, that was not a c�rcumstance to daunt the courage of anyone; �t
s�mply called for vengeance. Yes, the leaders had doubtless been
culpably lack�ng �n v�g�lance and were to be censured for the�r want
of fores�ght, but that would soon be mended; MacMahon had sent for
the 1st d�v�s�on of the 7th corps, the 1st corps would be supported by
the 5th, and the Pruss�ans must be across the Rh�ne aga�n by that
t�me, w�th the bayonets of our �nfantry at the�r backs to accelerate
the�r movement. And so, beneath the deep, d�m vault of heaven, the



thought of the battle that must have raged that day, the fever�sh
�mpat�ence w�th wh�ch the t�d�ngs were awa�ted, the horr�ble feel�ng
of suspense that pervaded the a�r about them, spread from man to
man and became each m�nute more tense and unendurable.

Maur�ce was just then say�ng to We�ss:
“Ah! we have certa�nly g�ven them a r�ghteous good drubb�ng to-

day.”
We�ss made no reply save to nod h�s head w�th an a�r of anx�ety.

H�s gaze was d�rected toward the Rh�ne, on that Or�ent reg�on where
now the n�ght had settled down �n earnest, l�ke a wall of blackness,
conceal�ng strange forms and shapes of mystery. The conclud�ng
stra�ns of the bugles for roll-call had been succeeded by a deep
s�lence, wh�ch had descended upon the drowsy camp and was only
broken now and then by the steps and vo�ces of some wakeful
sold�ers. A l�ght had been l�t—�t looked l�ke a tw�nkl�ng star—�n the
ma�n room of the farmhouse where the staff, wh�ch �s supposed
never to sleep, was awa�t�ng the telegrams that came �n
occas�onally, though as yet they were undec�ded. And the green
wood f�re, now f�nally left to �tself, was st�ll em�tt�ng �ts funereal
wreaths of dense black smoke, wh�ch dr�fted �n the gentle breeze
over the unsleep�ng farmhouse, obscur�ng the early stars �n the
heavens above.

“A drubb�ng!” We�ss at last repl�ed, “God grant �t may be so!”
Jean, st�ll seated a few steps away, pr�cked up h�s ears, wh�le

L�eutenant Rochas, not�c�ng that the w�sh was attended by a doubt,
stopped to l�sten.

“What!” Maur�ce rejo�ned, “have you not conf�dence? can you
bel�eve that defeat �s poss�ble?”

H�s brother-�n-law s�lenced h�m w�th a gesture; h�s hands were
trembl�ng w�th ag�tat�on, h�s k�ndly pleasant face was pale and bore
an express�on of deep d�stress.

“Defeat, ah! Heaven preserve us from that! You know that I was
born �n th�s country; my grandfather and grandmother were
murdered by the Cossacks �n 1814, and whenever I th�nk of �nvas�on
�t makes me clench my f�st and gr�t my teeth; I could go through f�re



and flood, l�ke a trooper, �n my sh�rt sleeves! Defeat—no, no! I
cannot, I w�ll not bel�eve �t poss�ble.”

He became calmer, allow�ng h�s arms to fall by h�s s�de �n
d�scouragement.

“But my m�nd �s not easy, do you see. I know Alsace; I was born
there; I am just off a bus�ness tr�p through the country, and we
c�v�l�ans have opportun�t�es of see�ng many th�ngs that the generals
pers�st �n �gnor�ng, although they have them thrust beneath the�r very
eyes. Ah, we wanted war w�th Pruss�a as badly as anyone; for a
long, long t�me we have been wa�t�ng pat�ently for a chance to pay
off old scores, but that d�d not prevent us from be�ng on ne�ghborly
terms w�th the people �n Baden and Bavar�a; every one of us, almost,
has fr�ends or relat�ves across the Rh�ne. It was our bel�ef that they
felt l�ke us and would not be sorry to humble the �ntolerable
�nsolence of the Pruss�ans. And now, after our long per�od of
uncompla�n�ng expectat�on, for the past two weeks we have seen
th�ngs go�ng from bad to worse, and �t vexes and terr�f�es us. S�nce
the declarat�on of war the enemy’s horse have been suffered to
come among us, terror�z�ng the v�llages, reconno�ter�ng the country,
cutt�ng the telegraph w�res. Baden and Bavar�a are r�s�ng; �mmense
bod�es of troops are be�ng concentrated �n the Palat�nate;
�nformat�on reaches us from every quarter, from the great fa�rs and
markets, that our front�er �s threatened, and when the c�t�zens, the
mayors of the communes, take the alarm at last and hurry off to tell
your off�cers what they know, those gentlemen shrug the�r shoulders
and reply: Those th�ngs spr�ng from the �mag�nat�on of cowards;
there �s no enemy near here. And when there �s not an hour to lose,
days and days are wasted. What are they wa�t�ng for? To g�ve the
whole German nat�on t�me to concentrate on the other bank of the
r�ver?”

H�s words were uttered �n a low, mournful, vo�ce, as �f he were
rec�t�ng to h�mself a story that had long occup�ed h�s thoughts.

“Ah! Germany, I know her too well; and the terr�ble part of the
bus�ness �s that you sold�ers seem to know no more about her than
you do about Ch�na. You must remember my cous�n Gunther,
Maur�ce, the young man, who came to pay me a fly�ng v�s�t at Sedan



last spr�ng. H�s mother �s a s�ster of my mother, and marr�ed a
Berl�ner; the young man �s a German out and out; he detests
everyth�ng French. He �s a capta�n �n the 5th Pruss�an corps. I
accompan�ed h�m to the ra�lway stat�on that n�ght, and he sa�d to me
�n h�s sharp, peremptory way: ‘If France declares war on us, she w�ll
be soundly wh�pped!’ I can hear h�s words r�ng�ng �n my ears yet.”

Forthw�th, L�eutenant Rochas, who had managed to conta�n
h�mself unt�l then, not w�thout some d�ff�culty, stepped forward �n a
tower�ng rage. He was a tall, lean �nd�v�dual of about f�fty, w�th a long,
weather-beaten, and wr�nkled face; h�s �nord�nately long nose,
curved l�ke the beak of a b�rd of prey, over a strong but well-shaped
mouth, concealed by a th�ck, br�stl�ng mustache that was beg�nn�ng
to be touched w�th s�lver. And he shouted �n a vo�ce of thunder:

“See here, you, s�r! what yarns are those that you are reta�l�ng to
d�shearten my men?”

Jean d�d not �nterfere w�th h�s op�n�on, but he thought that the last
speaker was r�ght, for he, too, wh�le beg�nn�ng to be consc�ous of the
protracted delay, and the general confus�on �n the�r affa�rs, had never
had the sl�ghtest doubt about that terr�ble thrash�ng they were certa�n
to g�ve the Pruss�ans. There could be no quest�on about the matter,
for was not that the reason of the�r be�ng there?

“But I am not try�ng to d�shearten anyone, L�eutenant,” We�ss
answered �n aston�shment. “Qu�te the reverse; I am des�rous that
others should know what I know, because then they w�ll be able to
act w�th the�r eyes open. Look here! that Germany of wh�ch we were
speak�ng—”

And he went on �n h�s clear, demonstrat�ve way to expla�n the
reason of h�s fears: how Pruss�a had �ncreased her resources s�nce
Sadowa; how the nat�onal movement had placed her at the head of
the other German states, a m�ghty emp�re �n process of format�on
and rejuvenat�on, w�th the constant hope and des�re for un�ty as the
�ncent�ve to the�r �rres�st�ble efforts; the system of compulsory m�l�tary
serv�ce, wh�ch made them a nat�on of tra�ned sold�ers, prov�ded w�th
the most effect�ve arms of modern �nvent�on, w�th generals who were
masters �n the art of strategy, proudly m�ndful st�ll of the crush�ng
defeat they had adm�n�stered to Austr�a; the �ntell�gence, the moral



force that res�ded �n that army, commanded as �t was almost
exclus�vely by young generals, who �n turn looked up to a
commander-�n-ch�ef who seemed dest�ned to revolut�on�ze the art of
war, whose prudence and fores�ght were unparalleled, whose
correctness of judgment was a th�ng to wonder at. And �n contrast to
that p�cture of Germany he po�nted to France: the Emp�re s�nk�ng
�nto sen�le decrep�tude, sanct�oned by the pleb�sc�te, but rotten at �ts
foundat�on, destroy�ng l�berty, and there�n st�fl�ng every �dea of
patr�ot�sm, ready to g�ve up the ghost as soon as �t should cease to
sat�sfy the unworthy appet�tes to wh�ch �t had g�ven b�rth; then there
was the army, brave, �t was true, as was to be expected from men of
the�r race, and covered w�th Cr�mean and Ital�an laurels, but v�t�ated
by the system that perm�tted men to purchase subst�tutes for a
money cons�derat�on, abandoned to the ant�quated methods of
Afr�can rout�ne, too conf�dent of v�ctory to keep abreast w�th the more
perfect sc�ence of modern t�mes; and, f�nally, the generals, men for
the most part not above med�ocr�ty, consumed by petty r�valr�es,
some of them of an �gnorance beyond all bel�ef, and at the�r head the
Emperor, an a�l�ng, vac�llat�ng man, dece�v�ng h�mself and everyone
w�th whom he had deal�ngs �n that desperate venture on wh�ch they
were embark�ng, �nto wh�ch they were all rush�ng bl�ndfold, w�th no
preparat�on worthy of the name, w�th the pan�c and confus�on of a
flock of sheep on �ts way to the shambles.

Rochas stood l�sten�ng, open-mouthed, and w�th star�ng eyes; h�s
terr�ble nose d�lated v�s�bly. Then suddenly h�s lantern jaws parted to
em�t an obstreperous, Homer�c peal of laughter.

“What are you g�v�ng us there, you? what do you mean by all that
s�lly l�ngo? Why, there �s not the f�rst word of sense �n your whole
harangue—�t �s too �d�ot�c to deserve an answer. Go and tell those
th�ngs to the recru�ts, but don’t tell them to me; no! not to me, who
have seen twenty-seven years of serv�ce.”

And he gave h�mself a thump on the breast w�th h�s doubled f�st.
He was the son of a master mason who had come from L�mous�n to
Par�s, where the son, not tak�ng k�ndly to the paternal hand�craft, had
enl�sted at the age of e�ghteen. He had been a sold�er of fortune and
had carr�ed the knapsack, was corporal �n Afr�ca, sergeant �n the



Cr�mea, and after Solfer�no had been made l�eutenant, hav�ng
devoted f�fteen years of labor�ous to�l and hero�c bravery to obta�n�ng
that rank, and was so �ll�terate that he had no chance of ever gett�ng
h�s capta�ncy.

“You, s�r, who th�nk you know everyth�ng, let me tell you a th�ng
you don’t know. Yes, at Mazagran I was scarce n�neteen years old,
and there were twenty-three of us, not a l�v�ng soul more, and for
more than four days we held out aga�nst twelve thousand Arabs.
Yes, �ndeed! for years and years, �f you had only been w�th us out
there �n Afr�ca, s�r, at Mascara, at B�skra, at Dellys, after that �n
Grand Kabyl�a, after that aga�n at Laghouat, you would have seen
those d�rty n�ggers run l�ke deer as soon as we showed our faces.
And at Sebastopol, s�r, f�chtre! you wouldn’t have sa�d �t was the
pleasantest place �n the world. The w�nd blew f�t to take a man’s ha�r
out by the roots, �t was cold enough to freeze a brass monkey, and
those beggars kept us on a cont�nual dance w�th the�r fe�nts and
sort�es. Never m�nd; we made them dance �n the end; we danced
them �nto the b�g hot fry�ng pan, and to qu�ck mus�c, too! And
Solfer�no, you were not there, s�r! then why do you speak of �t? Yes,
at Solfer�no, where �t was so hot, although I suppose more ra�n fell
there that day than you have seen �n your whole l�fe, at Solfer�no,
where we had our l�ttle brush w�th the Austr�ans, �t would have
warmed your heart to see how they van�shed before our bayonets,
r�d�ng one another down �n the�r haste to get away from us, as �f the�r
coat ta�ls were on f�re!”

He laughed the gay, r�ng�ng laugh of the daredev�l French sold�er;
he seemed to expand and d�late w�th sat�sfact�on. It was the old
story: the French trooper go�ng about the world w�th h�s g�rl on h�s
arm and a glass of good w�ne �n h�s hand; thrones upset and
k�ngdoms conquered �n the s�ng�ng of a merry song. G�ven a
corporal and four men, and great arm�es would b�te the dust. H�s
vo�ce suddenly sank to a low, rumbl�ng bass:

“What! wh�p France? We, wh�pped by those Pruss�an p�gs, we!”
He came up to We�ss and grasped h�m v�olently by the lapel of h�s
coat. H�s ent�re long frame, lean as that of the �mmortal Kn�ght
Errant, seemed to breathe def�ance and unm�t�gated contempt for



the foe, whoever he m�ght be, regardless of t�me, place, or any other
c�rcumstance. “L�sten to what I tell you, s�r. If the Pruss�ans dare to
show the�r faces here, we w�ll k�ck them home aga�n. You hear me?
we w�ll k�ck them from here to Berl�n.” H�s bear�ng and manner were
superb; the serene tranqu�ll�ty of the ch�ld, the cand�d conv�ct�on of
the �nnocent who knows noth�ng and fears noth�ng. “Parbleu! �t �s so,
because �t �s so, and that’s all there �s about �t!”

We�ss, stunned and almost conv�nced, made haste to declare that
he w�shed for noth�ng better. As for Maur�ce, who had prudently held
h�s tongue, not ventur�ng to express an op�n�on �n presence of h�s
super�or off�cer, he concluded by jo�n�ng �n the other’s merr�ment; he
warmed the cockles of h�s heart, that dev�l of a man, whom he
nevertheless cons�dered rather stup�d. Jean, too, had nodded h�s
approval at every one of the l�eutenant’s assert�ons. He had also
been at Solfer�no, where �t ra�ned so hard. And that showed what �t
was to have a tongue �n one’s head and know how to use �t. If all the
leaders had talked l�ke that they would not be �n such a mess, and
there would be camp-kettles and flannel belts �n abundance.

It was qu�te dark by th�s t�me, and Rochas cont�nued to gest�culate
and brand�sh h�s long arms �n the obscur�ty. H�s h�stor�cal stud�es
had been conf�ned to a stray volume of Napoleon�c memo�rs that had
found �ts way to h�s knapsack from a peddler’s wagon. H�s
exc�tement refused to be pac�f�ed and all h�s book-learn�ng burst
from h�s l�ps �n a torrent of eloquence:

“We flogged the Austr�ans at Cast�gl�one, at Marengo, at Austerl�tz,
at Wagram; we flogged the Pruss�ans at Eylau, at Jena, at Lutzen;
we flogged the Russ�ans at Fr�edland, at Smolensk and at the
Moskowa; we flogged Spa�n and England everywhere; all creat�on
flogged, flogged, flogged, up and down, far and near, at home and
abroad, and now you tell me that �t �s we who are to take the
flogg�ng! Why, pray tell me? How? Is the world com�ng to an end?”
He drew h�s tall form up h�gher st�ll and ra�sed h�s arm aloft, l�ke the
staff of a battle-flag. “Look you, there has been a f�ght to-day, down
yonder, and we are wa�t�ng for the news. Well! I w�ll tell you what the
news �s—I w�ll tell you, I! We have flogged the Pruss�ans, flogged
them unt�l they d�dn’t know whether they were a-foot or a-horseback,



flogged them to powder, so that they had to be swept up �n small
p�eces!”

At that moment there passed over the camp, beneath the somber
heavens, a loud, wa�l�ng cry. Was �t the pla�nt of some nocturnal
b�rd? Or was �t a myster�ous vo�ce, reach�ng them from some far-
d�stant f�eld of carnage, om�nous of d�saster? The whole camp
shuddered, ly�ng there �n the shadows, and the stra�ned, tense
sensat�on of expectant anx�ety that hung, m�asma-l�ke, �n the a�r
became more stra�ned, more fever�sh, as they wa�ted for telegrams
that seemed as �f they would never come. In the d�stance, at the
farmhouse, the candle that l�ghted the dreary watches of the staff
burned up more br�ghtly, w�th an erect, unfl�cker�ng flame, as �f �t had
been of wax �nstead of tallow.

But �t was ten o’clock, and Gaude, r�s�ng to h�s feet from the
ground where he had been lost �n the darkness, sounded taps, the
f�rst �n all the camp. Other bugles, far and near, took up the stra�n,
and �t passed away �n the d�stance w�th a dy�ng, melancholy wa�l, as
�f the angel of slumber had already brushed w�th h�s w�ngs the weary
men. And We�ss, who had l�ngered there so late, embraced Maur�ce
affect�onately; courage, and hope! he would k�ss Henr�ette for her
brother and would have many th�ngs to tell uncle Fouchard when
they met. Then, just as he was turn�ng to go, a rumor began to
c�rculate, accompan�ed by the w�ldest exc�tement. A great v�ctory
had been won by Marshal MacMahon, so the report ran; the Crown
Pr�nce of Pruss�a a pr�soner, w�th twenty-f�ve thousand men, the
enemy’s army repulsed and utterly destroyed, �ts guns and baggage
abandoned to the v�ctors.

“D�dn’t I tell you so!” shouted Rochas, �n h�s most thunder�ng
vo�ce. Then, runn�ng after We�ss, who, l�ght of heart, was hasten�ng
to get back to Mülhausen: “To Berl�n, s�r, and we’ll k�ck them every
step of the way!”

A quarter of an hour later came another d�spatch, announc�ng that
the army had been compelled to evacuate Woerth and was
retreat�ng. Ah, what a n�ght was that! Rochas, overpowered by sleep,
wrapped h�s cloak about h�m, threw h�mself down on the bare
ground, as he had done many a t�me before. Maur�ce and Jean



sought the shelter of the tent, �nto wh�ch were crowded, a confused
tangle of arms and legs, Loubet, Chouteau, Pache, and Lapoulle,
the�r heads rest�ng on the�r knapsacks. There was room for s�x,
prov�ded they were careful how they d�sposed of the�r legs. Loubet,
by way of d�vert�ng h�s comrades and mak�ng them forget the�r
hunger, had labored for some t�me to conv�nce Lapoulle that there
was to be a rat�on of poultry �ssued the next morn�ng, but they were
too sleepy to keep up the joke; they were snor�ng, and the Pruss�ans
m�ght come, �t was all one to them. Jean lay for a moment w�thout
st�rr�ng, press�ng close aga�nst Maur�ce; notw�thstand�ng h�s fat�gue
he was unable to sleep; he could not help th�nk�ng of the th�ngs that
gentleman had sa�d, how all Germany was up �n arms and prepar�ng
to pour her devastat�ng hordes across the Rh�ne; and he felt that h�s
tent-mate was not sleep�ng, e�ther—was th�nk�ng of the same th�ngs
as he. Then the latter turned over �mpat�ently and moved away, and
the other understood that h�s presence was not agreeable. There
was a lack of sympathy between the peasant and the man of culture,
an enm�ty of caste and educat�on that amounted almost to phys�cal
avers�on. The former, however, exper�enced a sensat�on of shame
and sadness at th�s cond�t�on of affa�rs; he shr�nk�ngly drew �n h�s
l�mbs so as to occupy as small a space as poss�ble, endeavor�ng to
escape from the host�le scorn that he was vaguely consc�ous of �n
h�s ne�ghbor. But although the n�ght w�nd w�thout had blown up ch�ll,
the crowded tent was so st�fl�ng hot and close that Maur�ce, �n a
fever of exasperat�on, ra�sed the flap, darted out, and went and
stretched h�mself on the ground a few steps away. That made Jean
st�ll more unhappy, and �n h�s half-sleep�ng, half-wak�ng cond�t�on he
had troubled dreams, made up of a regretful feel�ng that no one
cared for h�m, and a vague apprehens�on of �mpend�ng calam�ty of
wh�ch he seemed to hear the steps approach�ng w�th measured
tread from the shadowy, myster�ous depths of the unknown.

Two hours passed, and all the camp lay l�feless, mot�onless under
the oppress�on of the deep, we�rd darkness, that was �nst�nct w�th
some dreadful horror as yet w�thout a name. Out of the sea of
blackness came st�fled s�ghs and moans; from an �nv�s�ble tent was
heard someth�ng that sounded l�ke the groan of a dy�ng man, the
f�tful dream of some t�red sold�er. Then there were other sounds that



to the stra�ned ear lost the�r fam�l�ar�ty and became menaces of
approach�ng ev�l; the ne�gh�ng of a charger, the clank of a sword, the
hurry�ng steps of some belated prowler. And all at once, off toward
the canteens, a great l�ght flamed up. The ent�re front was br�ll�antly
�llum�nated; the long, regularly al�gned array of stacks stood out
aga�nst the darkness, and the ruddy blaze, reflected from the
burn�shed barrels of the r�fles, assumed the hue of new-shed blood;
the erect, stern f�gures of the sentr�es became v�s�ble �n the f�ery
glow. Could �t be the enemy, whose presence the leaders had been
talk�ng of for the past two days, and on whose tra�l they had come
out from Belfort to Mülhausen? Then a shower of sparks rose h�gh �n
the a�r and the conflagrat�on subs�ded. It was only the p�le of green
wood that had been so long the object of Loubet’s and Lapoulle’s
care, and wh�ch, after hav�ng smoldered for many hours, had at last
flashed up l�ke a f�re of straw.

Jean, alarmed by the v�v�d l�ght, hast�ly left the tent and was near
fall�ng over Maur�ce, who had ra�sed h�mself on h�s elbow. The
darkness seemed by contrast more opaque than �t had been before,
and the two men lay stretched on the bare ground, a few paces from
each other. All that they could descry before them �n the dense
shadows of the n�ght was the w�ndow of the farm-house, fa�ntly
�llum�nated by the d�m candle, wh�ch shone w�th a s�n�ster gleam, as
�f �t were do�ng duty by the beds�de of a corpse. What t�me was �t?
two o’clock, or three, perhaps. It was pla�n that the staff had not
made acqua�ntance w�th the�r beds that n�ght. They could hear
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles’ loud, d�sputat�ous vo�ce; the general was
fur�ous that h�s rest should be broken thus, and �t requ�red many
c�gars and todd�es to pac�fy h�m. More telegrams came �n; th�ngs
must be go�ng badly; s�lhouettes of cour�ers, fa�ntly drawn aga�nst
the uncerta�n sky l�ne, could be descr�ed, gallop�ng madly. There was
the sound of scuffl�ng steps, �mprecat�ons, a smothered cry as of a
man suddenly str�cken down, followed by a blood-freez�ng s�lence.
What could �t be? Was �t the end? A breath, ch�ll and �cy as that from
the l�ps of death, had passed over the camp that lay lost �n slumber
and agon�zed expectat�on.

It was at that moment that Jean and Maur�ce recogn�zed �n the tall,
th�n, spectral form that passed sw�ftly by, the�r colonel, de V�neu�l. He



was accompan�ed by the reg�mental surgeon, Major Bouroche, a
large man w�th a leon�ne face They were convers�ng �n broken,
unf�n�shed sentences, wh�sper�ngly, such a conversat�on as we
somet�mes hear �n dreams.

“It came by the way of Basle. Our 1st d�v�s�on all cut to p�eces. The
battle lasted twelve hours; the whole army �s retreat�ng—”

The colonel’s specter halted and called by name another specter,
wh�ch came l�ghtly forward; �t was an elegant ghost, faultless �n
un�form and equ�pment.

“Is that you, Beaudo�n?”
“Yes, Colonel.”
“Ah! bad news, my fr�end, terr�ble news! MacMahon beaten at

Froeschw�ller, Frossard beaten at Sp�ckeren, and between them de
Fa�lly, held �n check where he could g�ve no ass�stance. At
Froeschw�ller �t was a s�ngle corps aga�nst an ent�re army; they
fought l�ke heroes. It was a complete rout, a pan�c, and now France
l�es open to the�r advance—”

H�s tears choked further utterance, the words came from h�s l�ps
un�ntell�g�ble, and the three shadows van�shed, swallowed up �n the
obscur�ty.

Maur�ce rose to h�s feet; a shudder ran through h�s frame.
“Good God!” he stammer�ngly excla�med.
And he could th�nk of noth�ng else to say, wh�le Jean, �n whose

bones the very marrow seemed to be congeal�ng, murmured �n h�s
res�gned manner:

“Ah, worse luck! The gentleman, that relat�ve of yours, was r�ght all
the same �n say�ng that they are stronger than we.”

Maur�ce was bes�de h�mself, could have strangled h�m. The
Pruss�ans stronger than the French! The thought made h�s blood
bo�l. The peasant calmly and stubbornly added:

“That don’t matter, m�nd you. A man don’t g�ve up wh�pped at the
f�rst knock-down he gets. We shall have to keep hammer�ng away at
them all the same.”



But a tall f�gure arose before them. They recogn�zed Rochas, st�ll
wrapped �n h�s long mantle, whom the fug�t�ve sounds about h�m, or
�t may have been the �ntu�t�on of d�saster, had awakened from h�s
uneasy slumber. He quest�oned them, �ns�sted on know�ng all. When
he was f�nally brought, w�th much d�ff�culty, to see how matters stood,
stupor, �mmense and profound, f�lled h�s boy�sh, �nexpress�ve eyes.
More than ten t�mes �n success�on he repeated:

“Beaten! How beaten? Why beaten?”
And that was the calam�ty that had la�n h�dden �n the blackness of

that n�ght of agony. And now the pale dawn was appear�ng at the
portals of the east, herald�ng a day heavy w�th b�tterest sorrow and
str�k�ng wh�te upon the s�lent tents, �n one of wh�ch began to be
v�s�ble the ashy faces of Loubet and Lapoulle, of Chouteau and of
Pache, who were snor�ng st�ll w�th w�de-open mouths. Forth from the
th�n m�sts that were slowly creep�ng upward from the r�ver off yonder
�n the d�stance came the new day, br�ng�ng w�th �t mourn�ng and
affl�ct�on.



II.

About e�ght o’clock the sun d�spersed the heavy clouds, and the
broad, fert�le pla�n about Mülhausen lay bask�ng �n the warm, br�ght
l�ght of a perfect August Sunday. From the camp, now awake and
bustl�ng w�th l�fe, could be heard the bells of the ne�ghbor�ng
par�shes, peal�ng merr�ly �n the l�mp�d a�r. The cheerful Sunday
follow�ng so close on ru�n and defeat had �ts own gayety, �ts sky was
as serene as on a hol�day.

Gaude suddenly took h�s bugle and gave the call that announced
the d�str�but�on of rat�ons, whereat Loubet appeared aston�shed.
What was �t? What d�d �t mean? Were they go�ng to g�ve out
ch�ckens, as he had prom�sed Lapoulle the n�ght before? He had
been born �n the Halles, �n the Rue de la Cossoner�e, was the
unacknowledged son of a small huckster, had enl�sted “for the
money there was �n �t,” as he sa�d, after hav�ng been a sort of Jack-
of-all-trades, and was now the gourmand, the ep�cure of the
company, cont�nually nos�ng after someth�ng good to eat. But he
went off to see what was go�ng on, wh�le Chouteau, the company
art�st, house-pa�nter by trade at Bellev�lle, someth�ng of a dandy and
a revolut�onary republ�can, exasperated aga�nst the government for
hav�ng called h�m back to the colors after he had served h�s t�me,
was cruelly chaff�ng Pache, whom he had d�scovered on h�s knees,
beh�nd the tent, prepar�ng to say h�s prayers. There was a p�ous man
for you! Couldn’t he obl�ge h�m, Chouteau, by �nterced�ng w�th God to
g�ve h�m a hundred thousand francs or some such small tr�fle? But
Pache, an �ns�gn�f�cant l�ttle fellow w�th a head runn�ng up to a po�nt,
who had come to them from some hamlet �n the w�lds of P�cardy,
rece�ved the other’s ra�llery w�th the uncompla�n�ng gentleness of a
martyr. He was the butt of the squad, he and Lapoulle, the colossal



brute who had got h�s growth �n the marshes of the Sologne, so
utterly �gnorant of everyth�ng that on the day of h�s jo�n�ng the
reg�ment he had asked h�s comrades to show h�m the K�ng. And
although the terr�ble t�d�ngs of the d�saster at Froeschw�ller had been
known throughout the camp s�nce early morn�ng, the four men
laughed, joked, and went about the�r usual tasks w�th the
�nd�fference of so many mach�nes.

But there arose a murmur of pleased surpr�se. It was occas�oned
by Jean, the corporal, com�ng back from the comm�ssary’s,
accompan�ed by Maur�ce, w�th a load of f�rewood. So, they were
g�v�ng out wood at last, the lack of wh�ch the n�ght before had
depr�ved the men of the�r soup! Twelve hours beh�nd t�me, only!

“Hurrah for the comm�ssary!” shouted Chouteau.
“Never m�nd, so long as �t �s here,” sa�d Loubet. “Ah! won’t I make

you a bully pot-au-feu!”
He was usually qu�te w�ll�ng to take charge of the mess

arrangements, and no one was �ncl�ned to say h�m nay, for he
cooked l�ke an angel. On those occas�ons, however, Lapoulle would
be g�ven the most extraord�nary comm�ss�ons to execute.

“Go and look after the champagne—Go out and buy some truffles
—”

On that morn�ng a queer conce�t flashed across h�s m�nd, such a
conce�t as only a Par�s�an gam�n contemplat�ng the myst�f�cat�on of a
greenhorn �s capable of enterta�n�ng:

“Look al�ve there, w�ll you! Come, hand me the ch�cken.”
“The ch�cken! what ch�cken, where?”
“Why, there on the ground at your feet, stup�d; the ch�cken that I

prom�sed you last n�ght, and that the corporal has just brought �n.”
He po�nted to a large, wh�te, round stone, and Lapoulle,

speechless w�th wonder, f�nally p�cked �t up and turned �t about
between h�s f�ngers.

“A thousand thunders! W�ll you wash the ch�cken! More yet; wash
�ts claws, wash �ts neck! Don’t be afra�d of the water, lazybones!”



And for no reason at all except the joke of �t, because the prospect
of the soup made h�m gay and sport�ve, he tossed the stone along
w�th the meat �nto the kettle f�lled w�th water.

“That’s what w�ll g�ve the bou�llon a flavor! Ah, you d�dn’t know
that, sacrée andou�lle! You shall have the pope’s nose; you’ll see
how tender �t �s.”

The squad roared w�th laughter at s�ght of Lapoulle’s face, who
swallowed everyth�ng and was l�ck�ng h�s chops �n ant�c�pat�on of the
feast. That funny dog, Loubet, he was the man to cure one of the
dumps �f anybody could! And when the f�re began to crackle �n the
sunl�ght, and the kettle commenced to hum and bubble, they ranged
themselves reverently about �t �n a c�rcle w�th an express�on of
cheerful sat�sfact�on on the�r faces, watch�ng the meat as �t danced
up and down and sn�ff�ng the appet�z�ng odor that �t exhaled. They
were as hungry as a pack of wolves, and the prospect of a square
meal made them forgetful of all bes�de. They had had to take a
thrash�ng, but that was no reason why a man should not f�ll h�s
stomach. F�res were blaz�ng and pots were bo�l�ng from one end of
the camp to the other, and am�d the s�lvery peals of the bells that
floated from Mülhausen steeples m�rth and joll�ty re�gned supreme.

But just as the clocks were on the po�nt of str�k�ng n�ne a
commot�on arose and spread among the men; off�cers came runn�ng
up, and L�eutenant Rochas, to whom Capta�n Beaudo�n had come
and commun�cated an order, passed along �n front of the tents of h�s
platoon and gave the command:

“Pack everyth�ng! Get yourselves ready to march!”
“But the soup?”
“You w�ll have to wa�t for your soup unt�l some other day; we are to

march at once.”
Gaude’s bugle rang out �n �mper�ous accents. Then everywhere

was consternat�on; dumb, deep rage was dep�cted on every
countenance. What, march on an empty stomach! Could they not
wa�t a l�ttle hour unt�l the soup was ready! The squad resolved that
the�r bou�llon should not go to waste, but �t was only so much hot
water, and the uncooked meat was l�ke leather to the�r teeth.
Chouteau growled and grumbled, almost mut�nously. Jean had to



exert all h�s author�ty to make the men hasten the�r preparat�ons.
What was the great urgency that made �t necessary for them to hurry
off l�ke that? What good was there �n haz�ng people about �n that
style, w�thout g�v�ng them t�me to rega�n the�r strength? And Maur�ce
shrugged h�s shoulders �ncredulously when someone sa�d �n h�s
hear�ng that they were about to march aga�nst the Pruss�ans and
settle old scores w�th them. In less than f�fteen m�nutes the tents
were struck, folded, and strapped upon the knapsacks, the stacks
were broken, and all that rema�ned of the camp was the dy�ng
embers of the f�res on the bare ground.

There were reasons, of �mportance that had �nduced General
Douay’s determ�nat�on to retreat �mmed�ately. The despatch from the
sous-préfet at Schelestadt, now three days old, was conf�rmed; there
were telegrams that the f�res of the Pruss�ans, threaten�ng
Markolshe�m, had aga�n been seen, and aga�n, another telegram
�nformed them that one of the enemy’s army corps was cross�ng the
Rh�ne at Hun�ngue: the �ntell�gence was def�n�te and abundant;
cavalry and art�llery had been s�ghted �n force, �nfantry had been
seen, hasten�ng from every d�rect�on to the�r po�nt of concentrat�on.
Should they wa�t an hour the enemy would surely be �n the�r rear and
retreat on Belfort would be �mposs�ble. And now, �n the shock
consequent on defeat, after W�ssembourg and Froeschw�ller, the
general, feel�ng h�mself unsupported �n h�s exposed pos�t�on at the
front, had noth�ng left to do but fall back �n haste, and the more so
that what news he had rece�ved that morn�ng made the s�tuat�on look
even worse than �t had appeared the n�ght before.

The staff had gone on ahead at a sharp trot, spurr�ng the�r horses
�n the fear lest the Pruss�ans m�ght get �nto Altk�rch before them.
General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, aware that he had a hard day’s work
before h�m, had prudently taken Mülhausen �n h�s way, where he
fort�f�ed h�mself w�th a cop�ous breakfast, denounc�ng �n language
more forc�ble than elegant such hurr�ed movements. And Mülhausen
watched w�th sorrowful eyes the off�cers troop�ng through her streets;
as the news of the retreat spread the c�t�zens streamed out of the�r
houses, deplor�ng the sudden departure of the army for whose
com�ng they had prayed so earnestly: they were to be abandoned,
then, and all the costly merchand�se that was stacked up �n the



ra�lway stat�on was to become the spo�l of the enemy; w�th�n a few
hours the�r pretty c�ty was to be �n the hands of fore�gners? The
�nhab�tants of the v�llages, too, and of �solated houses, as the staff
clattered along the country roads, planted themselves before the�r
doors w�th wonder and consternat�on dep�cted on the�r faces. What!
that army, that a short wh�le before they had seen march�ng forth to
battle, was now ret�r�ng w�thout hav�ng f�red a shot? The leaders
were gloomy, urged the�r chargers forward and refused to answer
quest�ons, as �f ru�n and d�saster were gallop�ng at the�r heels. It was
true, then, that the Pruss�ans had ann�h�lated the army and were
stream�ng �nto France from every d�rect�on, l�ke the angry waves of a
stream that had burst �ts barr�ers? And already to the fr�ghtened
peasants the a�r seemed f�lled w�th the mutter�ng of d�stant �nvas�on,
r�s�ng louder and more threaten�ng at every �nstant, and already they
were beg�nn�ng to forsake the�r l�ttle homes and huddle the�r poor
belong�ngs �nto farm-carts; ent�re fam�l�es m�ght be seen flee�ng �n
s�ngle f�le along the roads that were choked w�th the retreat�ng
cavalry.

In the hurry and confus�on of the movement the 106th was brought
to a halt at the very f�rst k�lometer of the�r march, near the br�dge
over the canal of the Rhone and Rh�ne. The order of march had
been badly planned and st�ll more badly executed, so that the ent�re
2d d�v�s�on was collected there �n a huddle, and the way was so
narrow, barely more than s�xteen feet �n w�dth, that the passage of
the troops was obstructed.

Two hours elapsed, and st�ll the 106th stood there watch�ng the
seem�ngly endless column that streamed along before the�r eyes. In
the end the men, stand�ng at rest w�th ordered arms, began to
become �mpat�ent. Jean’s squad, whose pos�t�on happened to be
oppos�te a break �n the l�ne of poplars where the sun had a fa�r
chance at them, felt themselves part�cularly aggr�eved.

“Guess we must be the rear-guard,” Loubet observed w�th good-
natured ra�llery.

But Chouteau scolded: “They don’t value us at a brass farth�ng,
and that’s why they let us wa�t th�s way. We were here f�rst; why
d�dn’t we take the road wh�le �t was empty?”



And as they began to d�scern more clearly beyond the canal,
across the w�de fert�le pla�n, along the level roads l�ned w�th hop-
poles and f�elds of r�pen�ng gra�n, the movement of the troops ret�r�ng
along the same way by wh�ch they had advanced but yesterday,
g�bes and jeers rose on the a�r �n a storm of angry r�d�cule.

“Ah, we are tak�ng the back track,” Chouteau cont�nued. “I wonder
�f that �s the advance aga�nst the enemy that they have been d�nn�ng
�n our ears of late! Str�kes me as rather queer! No sooner do we get
�nto camp than we turn ta�l and make off, never even stopp�ng to
taste our soup.”

The der�s�ve laughter became louder, and Maur�ce, who was next
to Chouteau �n the ranks, took s�des w�th h�m. Why could they not
have been allowed to cook the�r soup and eat �t �n peace, s�nce they
had done noth�ng for the last two hours but stand there �n the road
l�ke so many st�cks? The�r hunger was mak�ng �tself felt aga�n; they
had a resentful recollect�on of the savory contents of the kettle
dumped out prematurely upon the ground, and they could see no
necess�ty for th�s headlong retrograde movement, wh�ch appeared to
them �d�ot�c and cowardly. What ch�cken-l�vers they must be, those
generals!

But L�eutenant Rochas came along and blew up Sergeant Sap�n
for not keep�ng h�s men �n better order, and Capta�n Beaudo�n, very
pr�m and starchy, attracted by the d�sturbance, appeared upon the
scene.

“S�lence �n the ranks!”
Jean, an old sold�er of the army of Italy who knew what d�sc�pl�ne

was, looked �n s�lent amazement at Maur�ce, who appeared to be
amused by Chouteau’s angry sneers; and he wondered how �t was
that a mons�eur, a young man of h�s acqu�rements, could l�sten
approv�ngly to th�ngs—they m�ght be true, all the same—but that
should not be blurted out �n publ�c. The army would never
accompl�sh much, that was certa�n, �f the pr�vates were to take to
cr�t�c�z�ng the generals and g�v�ng the�r op�n�ons.

At last, after another hour’s wa�t�ng, the order was g�ven for the
106th to advance, but the br�dge was st�ll so encumbered by the rear
of the d�v�s�on that the greatest confus�on preva�led. Several



reg�ments became �nextr�cably m�ngled, and whole compan�es were
swept away and compelled to cross whether they would or no, wh�le
others, crowded off to the s�de of the road, had to stand there and
mark t�me; and by way of putt�ng the f�n�sh�ng touch to the muddle; a
squadron of cavalry �ns�sted on pass�ng, press�ng back �nto the
adjo�n�ng f�elds the stragglers that the �nfantry had scattered along
the roads�de. At the end of an hour’s march the column had ent�rely
lost �ts format�on and was dragg�ng �ts slow length along, a mere
d�sorderly rabble.

Thus �t happened that Jean found h�mself away at the rear, lost �n
a sunken road, together w�th h�s squad, whom he had been unw�ll�ng
to abandon. The 106th had d�sappeared, nor was there a man or an
off�cer of the�r company �n s�ght. About them were sold�ers, s�ngly or
�n l�ttle groups, from all the reg�ments, a weary, foot-sore crew,
knocked up at the beg�nn�ng of the retreat, each man straggl�ng on at
h�s own sweet w�ll wh�thersoever the path that he was on m�ght
chance to lead h�m. The sun beat down f�ercely, the heat was st�fl�ng,
and the knapsack, loaded as �t was w�th the tent and �mplements of
every descr�pt�on, made a terr�ble burden on the shoulders of the
exhausted men. To many of them the exper�ence was an ent�rely
new one, and the heavy great-coats they wore seemed to them l�ke
vestments of lead. The f�rst to set an example for the others was a
l�ttle pale faced sold�er w�th watery eyes; he drew bes�de the road
and let h�s knapsack sl�de off �nto the d�tch, heav�ng a deep s�gh as
he d�d so, the long drawn breath of a dy�ng man who feels h�mself
com�ng back to l�fe.

“There’s a man who knows what he �s about,” muttered Chouteau.
He st�ll cont�nued to plod along, however, h�s back bend�ng

beneath �ts weary burden, but when he saw two others rel�eve
themselves as the f�rst had done he could stand �t no longer. “Ah!
zut!” he excla�med, and w�th a qu�ck upward jerk of the shoulder sent
h�s k�t roll�ng down an embankment. F�fty pounds at the end of h�s
backbone, he had had enough of �t, thank you! He was no beast of
burden to lug that load about.

Almost at the same moment Loubet followed h�s lead and �nc�ted
Lapoulle to do the same. Pache, who had made the s�gn of the cross



at every stone cruc�f�x they came to, unbuckled the straps and
carefully depos�ted h�s load at the foot of a low wall, as �f fully
�ntend�ng to come back for �t at some future t�me. And when Jean
turned h�s head for a look at h�s men he saw that every one of them
had dropped h�s burden except Maur�ce.

“Take up your knapsacks unless you want to have me put under
arrest!”

But the men, although they d�d not mut�ny as yet, were s�lent and
looked ugly; they kept advanc�ng along the narrow road, push�ng the
corporal before them.

“W�ll you take up your knapsacks! �f you don’t I w�ll report you.”
It was as �f Maur�ce had been lashed w�th a wh�p across the face.

Report them! that brute of a peasant would report those poor dev�ls
for eas�ng the�r ach�ng shoulders! And look�ng Jean def�antly �n the
face, he, too, �n an �mpulse of bl�nd rage, sl�pped the buckles and let
h�s knapsack fall to the road.

“Very well,” sa�d the other �n h�s qu�et way, know�ng that res�stance
would be of no ava�l, “we w�ll settle accounts to-n�ght.”

Maur�ce’s feet hurt h�m abom�nably; the b�g, st�ff shoes, to wh�ch
he was not accustomed, had chafed the flesh unt�l the blood came.
He was not strong; h�s sp�nal column felt as �f �t were one long raw
sore, although the knapsack that had caused the suffer�ng was no
longer there, and the we�ght of h�s p�ece, wh�ch he kept sh�ft�ng from
one shoulder to the other, seemed as �f �t would dr�ve all the breath
from h�s body. Great as h�s phys�cal d�stress was, however, h�s moral
agony was greater st�ll, for he was �n the depths of one of those f�ts
of despa�r to wh�ch he was subject. At Par�s the sum of h�s
wrongdo�ng had been merely the fool�sh outbreaks of “the other
man,” as he put �t, of h�s weak, boy�sh nature, capable of more
ser�ous del�nquency should he be subjected to temptat�on, but now,
�n th�s retreat that was so l�ke a rout, �n wh�ch he was dragg�ng
h�mself along w�th weary steps beneath a blaz�ng sun, he felt all
hope and courage van�sh�ng from h�s heart, he was but a beast �n
that belated, straggl�ng herd that f�lled the roads and f�elds. It was the
react�on after the terr�ble d�sasters at W�ssembourg and
Froeschw�ller, the echo of the thunder-clap that had burst �n the



remote d�stance, leagues and leagues away, rattl�ng at the heels of
those pan�c-str�cken men who were fly�ng before they had ever seen
an enemy. What was there to hope for now? Was �t not all ended?
They were beaten; all that was left them was to l�e down and d�e.

“It makes no d�fference,” shouted Loubet, w�th the blague of a ch�ld
of the Halles, “but th�s �s not the Berl�n road we are travel�ng, all the
same.”

To Berl�n! To Berl�n! The cry rang �n Maur�ce’s ears, the yell of the
swarm�ng mob that f�lled the boulevards on that m�dsummer n�ght of
frenz�ed madness when he had determ�ned to enl�st. The gentle
breeze had become a devastat�ng hurr�cane; there had been a
terr�f�c explos�on, and all the sangu�ne temper of h�s nat�on had
man�fested �tself �n h�s absolute, enthus�ast�c conf�dence, wh�ch had
van�shed utterly at the very f�rst reverse, before the unreason�ng
�mpulse of despa�r that was sweep�ng h�m away among those
vagrant sold�ers, vanqu�shed and d�spersed before they had struck a
stroke.

“Th�s confounded blunderbuss must we�gh a ton, I th�nk,” Loubet
went on. “Th�s �s f�ne mus�c to march by!” And allud�ng to the sum he
rece�ved as subst�tute: “I don’t care what people say, but f�fteen
hundred ‘balls’ for a job l�ke th�s �s downr�ght robbery. Just th�nk of
the p�pes he’ll smoke, s�tt�ng by h�s warm f�re, the st�ngy old m�ser �n
whose place I’m go�ng to get my bra�ns knocked out!”

“As for me,” growled Chouteau, “I had f�n�shed my t�me. I was
go�ng to cut the serv�ce, and they keep me for the�r beastly war. Ah!
true as I stand here, I must have been born to bad luck to have got
myself �nto such a mess. And now the off�cers are go�ng to let the
Pruss�ans knock us about as they please, and we’re d�shed and
done for.” He had been sw�ng�ng h�s p�ece to and fro �n h�s hand; �n
h�s d�scouragement he gave �t a toss and landed �t on the other s�de
of the hedge. “Eh! get you gone for a d�rty b�t of old �ron!”

The musket made two revolut�ons �n the a�r and fell �nto a furrow,
where �t lay, long and mot�onless, rem�nd�ng one somehow of a
corpse. Others soon flew to jo�n �t, and presently the f�eld was f�lled
w�th abandoned arms, ly�ng �n long w�nrows, a sorrowful spectacle
beneath the blaz�ng sky. It was an ep�dem�c of madness, caused by



the hunger that was gnaw�ng at the�r stomach, the shoes that galled
the�r feet, the�r weary march, the unexpected defeat that had brought
the enemy gallop�ng at the�r heels. There was noth�ng more to be
accompl�shed; the�r leaders were look�ng out for themselves, the
comm�ssar�at d�d not even feed them; noth�ng but wear�ness and
worr�ment; better to leave the whole bus�ness at once, before �t was
begun. And what then? why, the musket m�ght go and keep the
knapsack company; �n v�ew of the work that was before them they
m�ght at least as well keep the�r arms free. And all down the long l�ne
of stragglers that stretched almost far as the eye could reach �n the
smooth and fert�le country the muskets flew through the a�r to the
accompan�ment of jeers and laughter such as would have bef�tted
the �nmates of a lunat�c asylum out for a hol�day.

Loubet, before part�ng w�th h�s, gave �t a tw�rl as a drum-major
does h�s cane. Lapoulle, observ�ng what all h�s comrades were
do�ng, must have supposed the performance to be some recent
�nnovat�on �n the manual, and followed su�t, wh�le Pache, �n the
confused �dea of duty that he owed to h�s rel�g�ous educat�on,
refused to do as the rest were do�ng and was loaded w�th obloquy by
Chouteau, who called h�m a pr�est’s whelp.

“Look at the sn�vel�ng pap�st! And all because h�s old peasant of a
mother used to make h�m swallow the holy wafer every Sunday �n
the v�llage church down there! Be off w�th you and go serve mass; a
man who won’t st�ck w�th h�s comrades when they are r�ght �s a poor-
sp�r�ted cur.”

Maur�ce to�led along dejectedly �n s�lence, bow�ng h�s head
beneath the blaz�ng sun. At every step he took he seemed to be
advanc�ng deeper �nto a horr�d, phantom-haunted n�ghtmare; �t was
as �f he saw a yawn�ng, gap�ng gulf before h�m toward wh�ch he was
�nev�tably tend�ng; �t meant that he was suffer�ng h�mself to be
degraded to the level of the m�serable be�ngs by whom he was
surrounded, that he was prost�tut�ng h�s talents and h�s pos�t�on as a
man of educat�on.

“Hold!” he sa�d abruptly to Chouteau, “what you say �s r�ght; there
�s truth �n �t.”



And already he had depos�ted h�s musket upon a p�le of stones,
when Jean, who had tr�ed w�thout success to check the shameful
proceed�ngs of h�s men, saw what he was do�ng and hurr�ed toward
h�m.

“Take up your musket, at once! Do you hear me? take �t up at
once!”

Jean’s face had flushed w�th sudden anger. Meekest and most
pac�f�c of men, always prone to measures of conc�l�at�on, h�s eyes
were now blaz�ng w�th wrath, h�s vo�ce spoke w�th the thunders of
author�ty. H�s men had never before seen h�m �n such a state, and
they looked at one another �n aston�shment.

“Take up your musket at once, or you w�ll have me to deal w�th!”
Maur�ce was qu�ver�ng w�th anger; he let fall one s�ngle word, �nto

wh�ch he �nfused all the �nsult that he had at command:
“Peasant!”
“Yes, that’s just �t; I am a peasant, wh�le you, you, are a

gentleman! And �t �s for that reason that you are a p�g! Yes! a d�rty
p�g! I make no bones of tell�ng you of �t.”

Yells and cat-calls arose all around h�m, but the corporal cont�nued
w�th extraord�nary force and d�gn�ty:

“When a man has learn�ng he shows �t by h�s act�ons. If we are
brutes and peasants, you owe us the benef�t of your example, s�nce
you know more than we do. Take up your musket, or Nom de D�eu! I
w�ll have you shot the f�rst halt we make.”

Maur�ce was daunted; he stooped and ra�sed the weapon �n h�s
hand. Tears of rage stood �n h�s eyes. He reeled l�ke a drunken man
as he labored onward, surrounded by h�s comrades, who now were
jeer�ng at h�m for hav�ng y�elded. Ah, that Jean! he felt that he should
never cease to hate h�m, cut to the qu�ck as he had been by that
b�tter lesson, wh�ch he could not but acknowledge he had deserved.
And when Chouteau, march�ng at h�s s�de, growled: “When corporals
are that way, we just wa�t for a battle and blow a hole �n ’em,” the
landscape seemed red before h�s eyes, and he had a d�st�nct v�s�on
of h�mself blow�ng Jean’s bra�ns out from beh�nd a wall.



But an �nc�dent occurred to d�vert the�r thoughts; Loubet not�ced
that wh�le the d�spute was go�ng on Pache had also abandoned h�s
musket, lay�ng �t down tenderly at the foot of an embankment. Why?
What were the reasons that had made h�m res�st the example of h�s
comrades �n the f�rst place, and what were the reasons that
�nfluenced h�m now? He probably could not have told h�mself, nor d�d
he trouble h�s head about the matter, chuckl�ng �nwardly w�th s�lent
enjoyment, l�ke a schoolboy who, hav�ng long been held up as a
model for h�s mates, comm�ts h�s f�rst offense. He strode along w�th a
self-contented, rak�sh a�r, sw�ng�ng h�s arms; and st�ll along the
dusty, sunl�t roads, between the golden gra�n and the f�elds of hops
that succeeded one another w�th t�resome monotony, the human t�de
kept pour�ng onward; the stragglers, w�thout arms or knapsacks,
were now but a shuffl�ng, vagrant mob, a d�sorderly array of
vagabonds and beggars, at whose approach the fr�ghtened v�llagers
barred the�r doors.

Someth�ng that happened just then capped the cl�max of Maur�ce’s
m�sery. A deep, rumbl�ng no�se had for some t�me been aud�ble �n
the d�stance; �t was the art�llery, that had been the last to leave the
camp and whose lead�ng guns now wheeled �nto s�ght around a
bend �n the road, barely g�v�ng the footsore �nfantrymen t�me to seek
safety �n the f�elds. It was an ent�re reg�ment of s�x batter�es, and
came up �n column, �n splend�d order, at a sharp trot, the colonel
r�d�ng on the flank at the center of the l�ne, every off�cer at h�s post.
The guns went rattl�ng, bound�ng by, accurately ma�nta�n�ng the�r
prescr�bed d�stances, each accompan�ed by �ts ca�sson, men and
horses, beaut�ful �n the perfect symmetry of �ts arrangement; and �n
the 5th battery Maur�ce recogn�zed h�s cous�n Honoré. A very smart
and sold�erly appearance the quartermaster-sergeant presented on
horseback �n h�s pos�t�on on the left hand of the forward dr�ver, a
good-look�ng l�ght-ha�red man, Adolphe by name, whose mount was
a sturdy chestnut, adm�rably matched w�th the mate that trotted at
h�s s�de, wh�le �n h�s proper place among the s�x men who were
seated on the chests of the gun and �ts ca�sson was the gunner,
Lou�s, a small, dark man, Adolphe’s comrade; they const�tuted a
team, as �t �s called, �n accordance w�th the rule of the serv�ce that
couples a mounted and an unmounted man together. They all



appeared b�gger and taller to Maur�ce, somehow, than when he f�rst
made the�r acqua�ntance at the camp, and the gun, to wh�ch four
horses were attached, followed by the ca�sson drawn by s�x, seemed
to h�m as br�ght and refulgent as a sun, tended and cher�shed as �t
was by �ts attendants, men and an�mals, who closed around �t
protect�ngly as �f �t had been a l�v�ng sent�ent relat�ve; and then,
bes�des, the contemptuous look that Honoré, astounded to behold
h�m among that unarmed rabble, cast on the stragglers, d�stressed
h�m terr�bly. And now the ta�l end of the reg�ment was pass�ng, the
matér�el of the batter�es, prolonges, forges, forage-wagons,
succeeded by the rag-tag, the spare men and horses, and then all
van�shed �n a cloud of dust at another turn �n the road am�d the
gradually decreas�ng clatter of hoofs and wheels.

“Pard�!” excla�med Loubet, “�t’s not such a d�ff�cult matter to cut a
dash when one travels w�th a coach and four!”

The staff had found Altk�rch free from the enemy; not a Pruss�an
had shown h�s face there yet. It had been the general’s w�sh, not
know�ng at what moment they m�ght fall upon h�s rear, that the
retreat should be cont�nued to Dannemar�e, and �t was not unt�l f�ve
o’clock that the heads of columns reached that place. Tents were
hardly p�tched and f�res l�ghted at e�ght, when n�ght closed �n, so
great was the confus�on of the reg�ments, depleted by the absence
of the stragglers. The men were completely used up, were ready to
drop w�th fat�gue and hunger. Up to e�ght o’clock sold�ers, s�ngly and
�n squads, came tra�l�ng �n, hunt�ng for the�r commands; all that long
tra�n of the halt, the lame, and the d�saffected that we have seen
scattered along the roads.

As soon as Jean d�scovered where h�s reg�ment lay he went �n
quest of L�eutenant Rochas to make h�s report. He found h�m,
together w�th Capta�n Beaudo�n, �n earnest consultat�on w�th the
colonel at the door of a small �nn, all of them anx�ously wa�t�ng to see
what t�d�ngs roll-call would g�ve them as to the whereabouts of the�r
m�ss�ng men. The moment the corporal opened h�s mouth to address
the l�eutenant, Colonel V�neu�l, who heard what the subject was,
called h�m up and compelled h�m to tell the whole story. On h�s long,
yellow face, where the �ntensely black eyes looked blacker st�ll



contrasted w�th the th�ck snow-wh�te ha�r and the long, droop�ng
mustache, there was an express�on of pat�ent, s�lent sorrow, and as
the narrat�ve proceeded, how the m�serable wretches deserted the�r
colors, threw away arms and knapsacks, and wandered off l�ke
vagabonds, gr�ef and shame traced two new furrows on h�s blanched
cheeks.

“Colonel,” excla�med Capta�n Beaudo�n, �n h�s �nc�s�ve vo�ce, not
wa�t�ng for h�s super�or to g�ve an op�n�on, “�t w�ll best to shoot half a
dozen of those wretches.”

And the l�eutenant nodded h�s head approv�ngly. But the colonel’s
despondent look expressed h�s powerlessness.

“There are too many of them. Nearly seven hundred! how are we
to go to work, whom are we to select? And then you don’t know �t,
but the general �s opposed. He wants to be a father to h�s men, says
he never pun�shed a sold�er all the t�me he was �n Afr�ca. No, no; we
shall have to overlook �t. I can do noth�ng. It �s dreadful.”

The capta�n echoed: “Yes, �t �s dreadful. It means destruct�on for
us all.”

Jean was walk�ng off, hav�ng sa�d all he had to say, when he heard
Major Bouroche, whom he had not seen where he was stand�ng �n
the doorway of the �nn, growl �n a smothered vo�ce: “No more
pun�shment, an end to d�sc�pl�ne, the army gone to the dogs! Before
a week �s over the scoundrels w�ll be r�pe for k�ck�ng the�r off�cers out
of camp, wh�le �f a few of them had been made an example of on the
spot �t m�ght have brought the rema�nder to the�r senses.”

No one was pun�shed. Some off�cers of the rear-guard that was
protect�ng the tra�ns had been thoughtful enough to collect the
muskets and knapsacks scattered along the road. They were almost
all recovered, and by daybreak the men were equ�pped aga�n, the
operat�on be�ng conducted very qu�etly, as �f to hush the matter up as
much as poss�ble. Orders were g�ven to break camp at f�ve o’clock,
but reve�lle sounded at four and the retreat to Belfort was hurr�edly
cont�nued, for everyone was certa�n that the Pruss�ans were only two
or three leagues away. Aga�n there was noth�ng to eat but dry
b�scu�t, and as a consequence of the�r br�ef, d�sturbed rest and the
lack of someth�ng to warm the�r stomachs the men were weak as



cats. Any attempt to enforce d�sc�pl�ne on the march that morn�ng
was aga�n rendered nugatory by the manner of the�r departure.

The day was worse than �ts predecessor, �nexpress�bly gloomy
and d�shearten�ng. The aspect of the landscape had changed, they
were now �n a roll�ng country where the roads they were always
alternately cl�mb�ng and descend�ng were bordered w�th woods of
p�ne and hemlock, wh�le the narrow gorges were golden w�th tangled
th�ckets of broom. But pan�c and terror lay heavy on the fa�r land that
slumbered there beneath the br�ght sun of August, and had been
hourly gather�ng strength s�nce the preceed�ng day. A fresh d�spatch,
b�dd�ng the mayors of communes warn the people that they would do
well to h�de the�r valuables, had exc�ted un�versal consternat�on. The
enemy was at hand, then! Would t�me be g�ven them to make the�r
escape? And to all �t seemed that the roar of �nvas�on was r�ng�ng �n
the�r ears, com�ng nearer and nearer, the roar of the rush�ng torrent
that, start�ng from Mülhausen, had grown louder and more om�nous
as �t advanced, and to wh�ch every v�llage that �t encountered �n �ts
course contr�buted �ts own alarm am�d the sound of wa�l�ng and
lamentat�on.

Maur�ce stumbled along as best he m�ght, l�ke a man walk�ng �n a
dream; h�s feet were bleed�ng, h�s shoulders sore w�th the we�ght of
gun and knapsack. He had ceased to th�nk, he advanced
automat�cally �nto the v�s�on of horrors that lay before h�s eyes; he
had ceased to be consc�ous even of the shuffl�ng tramp of the
comrades around h�m, and the only th�ng that was not d�m and
unreal to h�s sense was Jean, march�ng at h�s s�de and endur�ng the
same fat�gue and horr�ble d�stress. It was lamentable to behold the
v�llages they passed through, a s�ght to make a man’s heart bleed
w�th angu�sh. No sooner d�d the �nhab�tants catch s�ght of the troops
retreat�ng �n d�sorderly array, w�th haggard faces and bloodshot
eyes, than they best�rred themselves to hasten the�r fl�ght. They who
had been so conf�dent only a short half month ago, those men and
women of Alsace, who sm�led when war was ment�oned, certa�n that
�t would be fought out �n Germany! And now France was �nvaded,
and �t was among them, above the�r abodes, �n the�r f�elds, that the
tempest was to burst, l�ke one of those dread cataclysms that lay
waste a prov�nce �n an hour when the l�ghtn�ngs flash and the gates



of heaven are opened! Carts were backed up aga�nst doors and men
tumbled the�r furn�ture �nto them �n w�ld confus�on, careless of what
they broke. From the upper w�ndows the women threw out a last
mattress, or handed down the ch�ld’s cradle, that they had been near
forgett�ng, whereon baby would be tucked �n securely and ho�sted to
the top of the load, where he reposed serenely among a grove of
legs of cha�rs and upturned tables. At the back of another cart was
the decrep�t old grandfather t�ed w�th cords to a wardrobe, and he
was hauled away for all the world as �f he had been one of the fam�ly
chattels. Then there were those who d�d not own a veh�cle, so they
p�led the�r household goods haphazard on a wheelbarrow, wh�le
others carr�ed an armful of cloth�ng, and others st�ll had thought only
of sav�ng the clock, wh�ch they went off press�ng to the�r bosom as �f
�t had been a darl�ng ch�ld. They found they could not remove
everyth�ng, and there were cha�rs and tables, and bundles of l�nen
too heavy to carry, ly�ng abandoned �n the gutter, Some before
leav�ng had carefully locked the�r dwell�ngs, and the houses had a
deathl�ke appearance, w�th the�r barred doors and w�ndows, but the
greater number, �n the�r haste to get away and w�th the sorrowful
conv�ct�on that noth�ng would escape destruct�on, had left the�r poor
abodes open, and the yawn�ng apertures d�splayed the nakedness of
the d�smantled rooms; and those were the saddest to behold, w�th
the horr�ble sadness of a c�ty upon wh�ch some great dread has
fallen, depopulat�ng �t, those poor houses opened to the w�nds of
heaven, whence the very cats had fled as �f forewarned of the
�mpend�ng doom. At every v�llage the p�t�ful spectacle became more
heartrend�ng, the number of the fug�t�ves was greater, as they clove
the�r way through the ever th�cken�ng press, w�th hands upra�sed,
am�d oaths and tears.

But �n the open country as they drew near Belfort, Maur�ce’s heart
was st�ll more sorely wrung, for there the homeless fug�t�ves were �n
greater numbers and l�ned the borders of the road �n an unbroken
cortége. Ah! the unhappy ones, who had bel�eved that they were to
f�nd safety under the walls of the fort�f�cat�ons! The father lashed the
poor old nag, the mother followed after, lead�ng her cry�ng ch�ldren
by the hand, and �n th�s way ent�re fam�l�es, s�nk�ng beneath the
we�ght of the�r burdens, were strung along the wh�te, bl�nd�ng road �n



the f�erce sunl�ght, where the t�red l�ttle legs of the smaller ch�ldren
were unable to keep up w�th the headlong fl�ght. Many had taken off
the�r shoes and were go�ng barefoot so as to get over the ground
more rap�dly, and half-dressed mothers gave the breast to the�r
cry�ng bab�es as they strode along. Affr�ghted faces turned for a look
backward, trembl�ng hands were ra�sed as �f to shut out the hor�zon
from the�r s�ght, wh�le the gale of pan�c tumbled the�r unkempt locks
and sported w�th the�r �ll-adjusted garments. Others there were,
farmers and the�r men, who pushed stra�ght across the f�elds, dr�v�ng
before them the�r flocks and herds, cows, oxen, sheep, horses, that
they had dr�ven w�th st�cks and cudgels from the�r stables; these
were seek�ng the shelter of the �naccess�ble forests, of the deep
valleys and the lofty h�ll-tops, the�r course marked by clouds of dust,
as �n the great m�grat�ons of other days, when �nvaded nat�ons made
way before the�r barbar�an conquerors. They were go�ng to l�ve �n
tents, �n some lonely nook among the mounta�ns, where the enemy
would never venture to follow them; and the bleat�ng and bellow�ng
of the an�mals and the trampl�ng of the�r hoofs upon the rocks grew
fa�nter �n the d�stance, and the golden n�mbus that overhung them
was lost to s�ght among the th�ck p�nes, wh�le down �n the road
beneath the t�de of veh�cles and pedestr�ans was flow�ng st�ll as
strong as ever, block�ng the passage of the troops, and as they drew
near Belfort the men had to be brought to a halt aga�n and aga�n, so
�rres�st�ble was the force of that torrent of human�ty.

It was dur�ng one of those short halts that Maur�ce w�tnessed a
scene that was dest�ned to rema�n �ndel�bly �mpressed upon h�s
memory.

Stand�ng by the road-s�de was a lonely house, the abode of some
poor peasant, whose lean acres extended up the mounta�ns�de �n
the rear. The man had been unw�ll�ng to leave the l�ttle f�eld that was
h�s all and had rema�ned, for to go away would have been to h�m l�ke
part�ng w�th l�fe. He could be seen w�th�n the low-ce�led room, s�tt�ng
stup�dly on a bench, watch�ng w�th dull, lack-luster eyes the pass�ng
of the troops whose retreat would g�ve h�s r�pe gra�n over to be the
spo�l of the enemy. Stand�ng bes�de h�m was h�s w�fe, st�ll a young
woman, hold�ng �n her arms a ch�ld, wh�le another was hang�ng by
her sk�rts; all three were weep�ng b�tterly. Suddenly the door was



thrown open w�th v�olence and �n �ts enframement appeared the
grandmother, a very old woman, tall and lean of form, w�th bare,
s�newy arms l�ke knotted cords that she ra�sed above her head and
shook w�th frant�c gestures. Her gray, scanty locks had escaped from
her cap and were float�ng about her sk�nny face, and such was her
fury that the words she shouted choked her utterance and came
from her l�ps almost un�ntell�g�ble.

At f�rst the sold�ers had laughed. Wasn’t she a beauty, the old
crazy hag! Then words reached the�r ears; the old woman was
scream�ng:

“Scum! Robbers! Cowards! Cowards!”
W�th a vo�ce that rose shr�ller and more p�erc�ng st�ll she kept

lash�ng them w�th her tongue, expectorat�ng �nsult on them, and
taunt�ng them for dastards w�th the full force of her lungs. And the
laughter ceased, �t seemed as �f a cold w�nd had blown over the
ranks. The men hung the�r heads, looked any way save that.

“Cowards! Cowards! Cowards!”
Then all at once her stature seemed to d�late; she drew herself up,

trag�c �n her leanness, �n her poor old apology for a gown, and
sweep�ng the heavens w�th her long arm from west to east, w�th a
gesture so broad that �t seemed to f�ll the dome:

“Cowards, the Rh�ne �s not there! The Rh�ne l�es yonder! Cowards,
cowards!”

They got under way aga�n at last, and Maur�ce, whose look just
then encountered Jean’s, saw that the latter’s eyes were f�lled w�th
tears, and �t d�d not allev�ate h�s d�stress to th�nk that those rough
sold�ers, compelled to swallow an �nsult that they had done noth�ng
to deserve, were shamed by �t. He was consc�ous of noth�ng save
the �ntolerable ach�ng �n h�s poor head, and �n after days could never
remember how the march of that day ended, prostrated as he was
by h�s terr�ble suffer�ng, mental and phys�cal.

The 7th corps had spent the ent�re day �n gett�ng over the fourteen
or f�fteen m�les between Dannemar�e and Belfort, and �t was n�ght
aga�n before the troops got settled �n the�r b�vouacs under the walls
of the town, �n the very same place whence they had started four



days before to march aga�nst the enemy. Notw�thstand�ng the
lateness of the hour and the�r spent cond�t�on, the men �ns�sted on
l�ght�ng f�res and mak�ng soup; �t was the f�rst t�me s�nce the�r
departure that they had had an opportun�ty to put warm food �nto
the�r stomachs, and seated about the cheerful blaze �n the cool a�r of
even�ng they were d�pp�ng the�r noses �n the porr�ngers and grunt�ng
�nart�culately �n token of sat�sfact�on when news came �n that burst
upon the camp l�ke a thunderbolt, dumfounder�ng everyone. Two
telegrams had just been rece�ved: the Pruss�ans had not crossed the
Rh�ne at Markolshe�m, and there was not a s�ngle Pruss�an at
Hun�ngue. The passage of the Rh�ne at Markolshe�m and the br�dge
of boats constructed under the electr�c l�ght had ex�sted merely �n
�mag�nat�on, were an unexpla�ned, �nexpl�cable n�ghtmare of the
préfet at Schelestadt; and as for the army corps that had menaced
Hun�ngue, that famous corps of the Black Forest, that had made so
much talk, �t was but an �ns�gn�f�cant detachment of Wurtemburgers,
a couple of battal�ons of �nfantry and a squadron of cavalry, wh�ch
had maneuvered w�th such address, march�ng and countermarch�ng,
appear�ng �n one place and then suddenly popp�ng up �n another at a
d�stance, as to ga�n for themselves the reputat�on of be�ng th�rty or
forty thousand strong. And to th�nk that that morn�ng they had been
near blow�ng up the v�aduct at Dannemar�e! Twenty leagues of fert�le
country had been depopulated by the most �d�ot�c of pan�cs, and at
the recollect�on of what they had seen dur�ng the�r lamentable day’s
march, the �nhab�tants fly�ng �n consternat�on to the mounta�ns,
dr�v�ng the�r cattle before them; the press of veh�cles, laden w�th
household effects, stream�ng c�tyward and surrounded by bands of
weep�ng women and ch�ldren, the sold�ers waxed wroth and gave
way to b�tter, sneer�ng denunc�at�on of the�r leaders.

“Ah! �t �s too r�d�culous too talk about!” sputtered Loubet, not
stopp�ng to empty h�s mouth, brand�sh�ng h�s spoon. “They take us
out to f�ght the enemy, and there’s not a soul to f�ght w�th! Twelve
leagues there and twelve leagues back, and not so much as a
mouse �n front of us! All that for noth�ng, just for the fun of be�ng
scared to death!”

Chouteau, who was no�s�ly absorb�ng the last drops �n h�s
porr�nger, bellowed h�s op�n�on of the generals, w�thout ment�on�ng



names:
“The p�gs! what m�serable boob�es they are, he�n! A pretty pack of

dungh�ll-cocks the government has g�ven us as commanders!
Wonder what they would do �f they had an army actually before
them, �f they show the wh�te feather th�s way when there’s not a
Pruss�an �n s�ght, he�n!—Ah no, not any of �t �n m�ne, thank you;
sold�ers don’t obey such p�geon-l�vered gentlemen.”

Someone had thrown another armful of wood on the f�re for the
pleasurable sensat�on of comfort there was �n the br�ght, danc�ng
flame, and Lapoulle, who was engaged �n the luxur�ous occupat�on
of toast�ng h�s sh�ns, suddenly went off �nto an �mbec�le f�t of laughter
w�thout �n the least understand�ng what �t was about, whereon Jean,
who had thus far turned a deaf ear to the�r talk, thought �t t�me to
�nterfere, wh�ch he d�d by say�ng �n a fatherly way:

“You had better hold your tongue, you fellows! It m�ght be the
worse for you �f anyone should hear you.”

He h�mself, �n h�s untutored, common-sense way of v�ew�ng th�ngs,
was exasperated by the stup�d �ncompetency of the�r commanders,
but then d�sc�pl�ne must be ma�nta�ned, and as Chouteau st�ll kept up
a low mutter�ng he cut h�m short:

“Be s�lent, I say! Here �s the l�eutenant: address yourself to h�m �f
you have anyth�ng to say.”

Maur�ce had l�stened �n s�lence to the conversat�on from h�s place
a l�ttle to one s�de. Ah, truly, the end was near! Scarcely had they
made a beg�nn�ng, and all was over. That lack of d�sc�pl�ne, that
sed�t�ous sp�r�t among the men at the very f�rst reverse, had already
made the army a demoral�zed, d�s�ntegrated rabble that would melt
away at the f�rst �nd�cat�on of catastrophe. There they were, under
the walls of Belfort, w�thout hav�ng s�ghted a Pruss�an, and they were
wh�pped.

The succeed�ng days were a per�od of monotony, full of
uncerta�nty and anx�ous forebod�ngs. To keep h�s troops occup�ed
General Douay set them to work on the defenses of the place, wh�ch
were �n a state of �ncompleteness; there was great throw�ng up of
earth and cutt�ng through rock. And not the f�rst �tem of news! Where
was MacMahon’s army? What was go�ng on at Metz? The w�ldest



rumors were current, and the Par�s�an journals, by the�r system of
pr�nt�ng news only to contrad�ct �t the next day, kept the country �n an
agony of suspense. Tw�ce, �t was sa�d, the general had wr�tten and
asked for �nstruct�ons, and had not even rece�ved an answer. On the
12th of August, however, the 7th corps was augmented by the 3d
d�v�s�on, wh�ch landed from Italy, but there were st�ll only two
d�v�s�ons for duty, for the 1st had part�c�pated �n the defeat at
Froeschw�ller, had been swept away �n the general rout, and as yet
no one had learned where �t had been stranded by the current. After
a week of th�s abandonment, of th�s ent�re separat�on from the rest of
France, a telegram came br�ng�ng them the order to march. The
news was well rece�ved, for anyth�ng was preferable to the pr�son l�fe
they were lead�ng �n Belfort. And wh�le they were gett�ng themselves
�n read�ness conjecture and surm�se were the order of the day, for no
one as yet knew what the�r dest�nat�on was to be, some say�ng that
they were to be sent to the defense of Strasbourg, wh�le others
spoke w�th conf�dence of a bold dash �nto the Black Forest that was
to sever the Pruss�an l�ne of commun�cat�on.

Early the next morn�ng the 106th was bundled �nto cattle-cars and
started off among the f�rst. The car that conta�ned Jean’s squad was
part�cularly crowded, so much so that Loubet declared there was not
even room �n �t to sneeze. It was a load of human�ty, sent off to the
war just as a load of sacks would have been d�spatched to the m�ll,
crowded �n so as to get the greatest number �nto the smallest space,
and as rat�ons had been g�ven out �n the usual hurr�ed, slovenly
manner and the men had rece�ved �n brandy what they should have
rece�ved �n food, the consequence was that they were all roar�ng
drunk, w�th a drunkenness that vented �tself �n obscene songs,
var�ed by shr�eks and yells. The heavy tra�n rolled slowly onward;
p�pes were al�ght and men could no longer see one another through
the dense clouds of smoke; the heat and odor that emanated from
that mass of persp�r�ng human flesh were unendurable, wh�le from
the jolt�ng, d�ngy van came volleys of shouts and laughter that
drowned the monotonous rattle of the wheels and were lost am�d the
s�lence of the deserted f�elds. And �t was not unt�l they reached
Langres that the troops learned that they were be�ng carr�ed back to
Par�s.



“Ah, nom de D�eu!” excla�med Chouteau, who already, by v�rtue of
h�s orator�cal ab�l�ty, was the acknowledged sovere�gn of h�s corner,
“they w�ll stat�on us at Charentonneau, sure, to keep old B�smarck
out of the Tu�ler�es.”

The others laughed loud and long, cons�der�ng the joke a very
good one, though no one could say why. The most tr�v�al �nc�dents of
the journey, however, served to el�c�t a storm of yells, cat-calls, and
laughter: a group of peasants stand�ng bes�de the roadway, or the
anx�ous faces of the people who hung about the way-stat�ons �n the
hope of p�ck�ng up some b�ts of news from the pass�ng tra�ns,
ep�tom�z�ng on a small scale the breathless, shudder�ng alarm that
pervaded all France �n the presence of �nvas�on. And so �t happened
that as the tra�n thundered by, a fleet�ng v�s�on of pandemon�um, all
that the good burghers obta�ned �n the way of �ntell�gence was the
salutat�ons of that cargo of food for powder as �t hurr�ed onward to �ts
dest�nat�on, fast as steam could carry �t. At a stat�on where they
stopped, however, three well-dressed lad�es, wealthy bourgeo�ses of
the town, who d�str�buted cups of bou�llon among the men, were
rece�ved w�th great respect. Some of the sold�ers shed tears, and
k�ssed the�r hands as they thanked them.

But as soon as they were under way aga�n the f�lthy songs and the
w�ld shouts began afresh, and so �t went on unt�l, a l�ttle wh�le after
leav�ng Chaumont, they met another tra�n that was convey�ng some
batter�es of art�llery to Metz. The locomot�ves slowed down and the
sold�ers �n the two tra�ns fratern�zed w�th a fr�ghtful uproar. The
art�llerymen were also apparently very drunk; they stood up �n the�r
seats, and thrust�ng hands and arms out of the car-w�ndows, gave
th�s cry w�th a vehemence that s�lenced every other sound:

“To the slaughter! to the slaughter! to the slaughter!”
It was as �f a cold w�nd, a blast from the charnel-house, had swept

through the car. Am�d the sudden s�lence that descended on them
Loubet’s �rreverent vo�ce was heard, shout�ng:

“Not very cheerful compan�ons, those fellows!”
“But they are r�ght,” rejo�ned Chouteau, as �f address�ng some pot-

house assemblage; “�t �s a beastly th�ng to send a lot of brave boys



to have the�r bra�ns blown out for a d�rty l�ttle quarrel about wh�ch
they don’t know the f�rst word.”

And much more �n the same stra�n. He was the type of the
Bellev�lle ag�tator, a lazy, d�ss�pated mechan�c, pervert�ng h�s fellow
workmen, constantly spout�ng the �ll-d�gested odds and ends of
pol�t�cal harangues that he had heard, belch�ng forth �n the same
breath the loft�est sent�ments and the most as�n�ne revolut�onary
clap-trap. He knew �t all, and tr�ed to �noculate h�s comrades w�th h�s
�deas, espec�ally Lapoulle, of whom he had prom�sed to make a lad
of sp�r�t.

“Don’t you see, old man, �t’s all perfectly s�mple. If Bad�nguet and
B�smarck have a quarrel, let ’em go to work w�th the�r f�sts and f�ght �t
out and not �nvolve �n the�r row some hundreds of thousands of men
who don’t even know one another by s�ght and have not the sl�ghtest
des�re to f�ght.”

The whole car laughed and applauded, and Lapoulle, who d�d not
know who Bad�nguet[1] was, and could not have told whether �t was a
k�ng or an emperor �n whose cause he was f�ght�ng, repeated l�ke the
g�gant�c baby that he was:

[1] Napoleon III.

“Of course, let ’em f�ght �t out, and take a dr�nk together afterward.”
But Chouteau had turned to Pache, whom he now proceeded to

take �n hand.
“You are �n the same boat, you, who pretend to bel�eve �n the good

God. He has forb�dden men to f�ght, your good God has. Why, then,
are you here, you great s�mpleton?”

“Dame!” Pache doubtfully repl�ed, “�t �s not for any pleasure of
m�ne that I am here—but the gendarmes—”

“Oh, �ndeed, the gendarmes! let the gendarmes go m�lk the ducks!
—say, do you know what we would do, all of us, �f we had the least
b�t of sp�r�t? I’ll tell you; just the m�nute that they land us from the
cars we’d sk�p; yes, we’d go stra�ght home, and leave that p�g of a
Bad�nguet and h�s gang of two-for-a-penny generals to settle
accounts w�th the�r beastly Pruss�ans as best they may!”



There was a storm of bravos; the leaven of pervers�on was do�ng
�ts work and �t was Chouteau’s hour of tr�umph, a�r�ng h�s muddled
theor�es and r�ng�ng the changes on the Republ�c, the R�ghts of Man,
the rottenness of the Emp�re, wh�ch must be destroyed, and the
treason of the�r commanders, who, as �t had been proved, had sold
themselves to the enemy at the rate of a m�ll�on a p�ece. He was a
revolut�on�st, he boldly declared; the others could not even say that
they were republ�cans, d�d not know what the�r op�n�ons were, �n fact,
except Loubet, the concocter of stews and hashes, and he had an
op�n�on, for he had been for soup, f�rst, last, and always; but they all,
carr�ed away by h�s eloquence, shouted none the less lust�ly aga�nst
the Emperor, the�r off�cers, the whole d——d shop, wh�ch they would
leave the f�rst chance they got, see �f they wouldn’t! And Chouteau,
wh�le fann�ng the flame of the�r d�scontent, kept an eye on Maur�ce,
the f�ne gentleman, who appeared �nterested and whom he was
proud to have for a compan�on; so that, by way of �nflam�ng h�s
pass�ons also, �t occurred to h�m to make an attack on Jean, who
had thus far been tranqu�lly watch�ng the proceed�ngs out of h�s half-
closed eyes, unmoved among the general uproar. If there was any
remnant of resentment �n the bosom of the volunteer s�nce the t�me
when the corporal had �nfl�cted such a b�tter hum�l�at�on on h�m by
forc�ng h�m to resume h�s abandoned musket, now was a f�ne
chance to set the two men by the ears.

“I know some folks who talk of shoot�ng us,” Chouteau cont�nued,
w�th an ugly look at Jean; “d�rty, m�serable skunks, who treat us
worse than beasts, and, when a man’s back �s broken w�th the
we�ght of h�s knapsack and Brownbess, aïe! aïe! object to h�s
plant�ng them �n the f�elds to see �f a new crop w�ll grow from them.
What do you suppose they would say, comrades, he�n! now that we
are masters, �f we should p�tch them all out upon the track, and teach
them better manners? That’s the way to do, he�n! We’ll show ’em
that we won’t be bothered any longer w�th the�r mangy wars. Down
w�th Bad�nguet’s bed-bugs! Death to the curs who want to make us
f�ght!”

Jean’s face was aflame w�th the cr�mson t�de that never fa�led to
rush to h�s cheeks �n h�s �nfrequent f�ts of anger. He rose, wedged �n
though as he was between h�s ne�ghbors as f�rmly as �n a v�se, and



h�s blaz�ng eyes and doubled f�sts had such a look of bus�ness about
them that the other qua�led.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! w�ll you be s�lent, p�g! For hours I have sat here
w�thout say�ng anyth�ng, because we have no longer any leaders,
and I could not even send you to the guard-house. Yes, there’s no
doubt of �t, �t would be a good th�ng to shoot such men as you and r�d
the reg�ment of the verm�n. But see here, as there’s no longer any
d�sc�pl�ne, I w�ll attend to your case myself. There’s no corporal here
now, but a hard-f�sted fellow who �s t�red of l�sten�ng to your jaw, and
he’ll see �f he can’t make you keep your potato-trap shut. Ah! you d
——d coward! You won’t f�ght yourself and you want to keep others
from f�ght�ng! Repeat your words once and I’ll knock your head off!”

By th�s t�me the whole car, won over by Jean’s manly att�tude, had
deserted Chouteau, who cowered back �n h�s seat as �f not anx�ous
to face h�s opponent’s b�g f�sts.

“And I care no more for Bad�nguet than I do for you, do you
understand? I desp�se pol�t�cs, whether they are republ�can or
�mper�al, and now, as �n the past, when I used to cult�vate my l�ttle
farm, there �s but one th�ng that I w�sh for, and that �s the happ�ness
of all, peace and good-order, freedom for every man to attend to h�s
affa�rs. No one den�es that war �s a terr�ble bus�ness, but that �s no
reason why a man should not be treated to the s�ght of a f�r�ng-party
when he comes try�ng to d�shearten people who already have
enough to do to keep the�r courage up. Good Heavens, fr�ends, how
�t makes a man’s pulses leap to be told that the Pruss�ans are �n the
land and that he �s to go help dr�ve them out!”

Then, w�th the customary f�ckleness of a mob, the sold�ers
applauded the corporal, who aga�n announced h�s determ�nat�on to
thrash the f�rst man of h�s squad who should declare non-combatant
pr�nc�ples. Bravo, the corporal! they would soon settle old B�smarck’s
hash! And, �n the m�dst of the w�ld ovat�on of wh�ch he was the
object, Jean, who had recovered h�s self-control, turned pol�tely to
Maur�ce and addressed h�m as �f he had not been one of h�s men:

“Mons�eur, you cannot have anyth�ng �n common w�th those
poltroons. Come, we haven’t had a chance at them yet; we are the
boys who w�ll g�ve them a good bast�ng yet, those Pruss�ans!”



It seemed to Maur�ce at that moment as �f a ray of cheer�ng
sunsh�ne had penetrated h�s heart. He was hum�l�ated, vexed w�th
h�mself. What! that man was noth�ng more than an uneducated
rust�c! And he remembered the f�erce hatred that had burned �n h�s
bosom the day he was compelled to p�ck up the musket that he had
thrown away �n a moment of madness. But he also remembered h�s
emot�on at see�ng the two b�g tears that stood �n the corporal’s eyes
when the old grandmother, her gray ha�rs stream�ng �n the w�nd, had
so b�tterly reproached them and po�nted to the Rh�ne that lay
beneath the hor�zon �n the d�stance. Was �t the brotherhood of
fat�gue and suffer�ng endured �n common that had served thus to
d�ss�pate h�s wrathful feel�ngs? He was Bonapart�st by b�rth, and had
never thought of the Republ�c except �n a speculat�ve, dreamy way;
h�s feel�ng toward the Emperor, personally, too, �ncl�ned to
fr�endl�ness, and he was favorable to the war, the very cond�t�on of
nat�onal ex�stence, the great regenerat�ve school of nat�onal�t�es.
Hope, all at once, w�th one of those f�tful �mpulses of the �mag�nat�on,
that were common �n h�s temperament, rev�ved �n h�m, wh�le the
enthus�ast�c ardor that had �mpelled h�m to enl�st one n�ght aga�n
surged through h�s ve�ns and swelled h�s heart w�th conf�dence of
v�ctory.

“Why, of course, Corporal,” he gayly repl�ed, “we shall g�ve them a
bast�ng!”

And st�ll the car kept roll�ng onward w�th �ts load of human fre�ght,
f�lled w�th reek�ng smoke of p�pes and emanat�ons of the crowded
men, belch�ng �ts r�bald songs and drunken shouts among the
expectant throngs of the stat�ons through wh�ch �t passed, among the
rows of wh�te-faced peasants who l�ned the �ron-way. On the 20th of
August they were at the Pant�n Stat�on �n Par�s, and that same
even�ng boarded another tra�n wh�ch landed them next day at
Rhe�ms en route for the camp at Châlons.



III.

Maur�ce was greatly surpr�sed when the 106th, leav�ng the cars at
Rhe�ms, rece�ved orders to go �nto camp there. So they were not to
go to Châlons, then, and un�te w�th the army there? And when, two
hours later, h�s reg�ment had stacked muskets a league or so from
the c�ty over �n the d�rect�on of Courcelles, �n the broad pla�n that l�es
along the canal between the A�sne and Marne, h�s aston�shment was
greater st�ll to learn that the ent�re army of Châlons had been fall�ng
back all that morn�ng and was about to b�vouac at that place. From
one extrem�ty of the hor�zon to the other, as far as Sa�nt Th�erry and
Menv�llette, even beyond the Laon road, the tents were go�ng up,
and when �t should be n�ght the f�res of four army-corps would be
blaz�ng there. It was ev�dent that the plan now was to go and take a
pos�t�on under the walls of Par�s and there awa�t the Pruss�ans; and
�t was fortunate that that plan had rece�ved the approbat�on of the
government, for was �t not the w�sest th�ng they could do?

Maur�ce devoted the afternoon of the 21st to stroll�ng about the
camp �n search of news. The greatest freedom preva�led; d�sc�pl�ne
appeared to have been relaxed st�ll further, the men went and came
at the�r own sweet w�ll. He found no obstacle �n the way of h�s return
to the c�ty, where he des�red to cash a money-order for a hundred
francs that h�s s�ster Henr�ette had sent h�m. Wh�le �n a café he
heard a sergeant tell�ng of the d�saffect�on that ex�sted �n the
e�ghteen battal�ons of the garde mob�le of the Se�ne, wh�ch had just
been sent back to Par�s; the 6th battal�on had been near k�ll�ng the�r
off�cers. Not a day passed at the camp that the generals were not
�nsulted, and s�nce Froeschw�ller the sold�ers had ceased to g�ve
Marshal MacMahon the m�l�tary salute. The café resounded w�th the
sound of vo�ces �n exc�ted conversat�on; a v�olent d�spute arose



between two sedate burghers �n respect to the number of men that
MacMahon would have at h�s d�sposal. One of them made the w�ld
assert�on that there would be three hundred thousand; the other,
who seemed to be more at home upon the subject, stated the
strength of the four corps: the 12th, wh�ch had just been made
complete at the camp w�th great d�ff�culty w�th the ass�stance of
prov�s�onal reg�ments and a d�v�s�on of �nfanter�e de mar�ne; the 1st,
wh�ch had been com�ng straggl�ng �n �n fragments ever s�nce the
14th of the month and of wh�ch they were do�ng what they could to
perfect the organ�zat�on; the 5th, defeated before �t had ever fought a
battle, swept away and broken up �n the general pan�c, and f�nally,
the 7th, then land�ng from the cars, demoral�zed l�ke all the rest and
m�nus �ts 1st d�v�s�on, of wh�ch �t had just recovered the rema�ns at
Rhe�ms; �n all, one hundred and twenty thousand at the outs�de,
�nclud�ng the cavalry, Bonnema�n’s and Marguer�tte’s d�v�s�ons.
When the sergeant took a hand �n the quarrel, however, speak�ng of
the army �n terms of the utmost contempt, character�z�ng �t as a
ruff�anly rabble, w�th no espr�t de corps, w�th noth�ng to keep �t
together,—a pack of greenhorns w�th �d�ots to conduct them, to the
slaughter,—the two bourgeo�s began to be uneasy, and fear�ng there
m�ght be trouble brew�ng, made themselves scarce.

When outs�de upon the street Maur�ce ha�led a newsboy and
purchased a copy of every paper he could lay hands on, stuff�ng
some �n h�s pockets and read�ng others as he walked along under
the stately trees that l�ne the pleasant avenues of the old c�ty. Where
could the German arm�es be? It seemed as �f obscur�ty had suddenly
swallowed them up. Two were over Metz way, of course: the f�rst, the
one commanded by General von Ste�nmetz, observ�ng the place; the
second, that of Pr�nce Freder�ck Charles, a�m�ng to ascend the r�ght
bank of the Moselle �n order to cut Baza�ne off from Par�s. But the
th�rd army, that of the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a, the army that had
been v�ctor�ous at W�ssembourg and Froeschw�ller and had dr�ven
our 1st and 5th corps, where was �t now, where was �t to be located
am�d the tangled mess of contrad�ctory adv�ces? Was �t st�ll �n camp
at Nancy, or was �t true that �t had arr�ved before Châlons, and was
that the reason why we had abandoned our camp there �n such hot
haste, burn�ng our stores, cloth�ng, forage, prov�s�ons, everyth�ng—



property of wh�ch the value to the nat�on was beyond compute? And
when the d�fferent plans w�th wh�ch our generals were cred�ted came
to be taken �nto cons�derat�on, then there was more confus�on, a
fresh set of contrad�ctory hypotheses to be encountered. Maur�ce
had unt�l now been cut off �n a measure from the outs�de world, and
now for the f�rst t�me learned what had been the course of events �n
Par�s; the blast�ng effect of defeat upon a populace that had been
conf�dent of v�ctory, the terr�ble commot�ons �n the streets, the
convok�ng of the Chambers, the fall of the l�beral m�n�stry that had
effected the pleb�sc�te, the abrogat�on of the Emperor’s rank as
General of the Army and the transfer of the supreme command to
Marshal Baza�ne. The Emperor had been present at the camp of
Châlons s�nce the 16th, and all the newspapers were f�lled w�th a
grand counc�l that had been held on the 17th, at wh�ch Pr�nce
Napoleon and some of the generals were present, but none of them
were agreed upon the dec�s�ons that had been arr�ved at outs�de of
the resultant facts, wh�ch were that General Trochu had been
appo�nted governor of Par�s and Marshal MacMahon g�ven the
command of the army of Châlons, and the �nference from th�s was
that the Emperor was to be shorn of all h�s author�ty. Consternat�on,
�rresolut�on, confl�ct�ng plans that were la�d as�de and replaced by
fresh ones hour by hour; these were the th�ngs that everybody felt
were �n the a�r. And ever and always the quest�on: Where were the
German arm�es? Who were �n the r�ght, those who asserted that
Baza�ne had no force worth ment�on�ng �n front of h�m and was free
to make h�s retreat through the towns of the north whenever he
chose to do so, or those who declared that he was already bes�eged
�n Metz? There was a constantly recurr�ng rumor of a ser�es of
engagements that had raged dur�ng an ent�re week, from the 14th
unt�l the 20th, but �t fa�led to rece�ve conf�rmat�on.

Maur�ce’s legs ached w�th fat�gue; he went and sat down upon a
bench. Around h�m the l�fe of the c�ty seemed to be go�ng on as
usual; there were nursema�ds seated �n the shade of the handsome
trees watch�ng the sports of the�r l�ttle charges, small property
owners strolled le�surely about the walks enjoy�ng the�r da�ly
const�tut�onal. He had taken up h�s papers aga�n, when h�s eyes
l�ghted on an art�cle that had escaped h�s not�ce, the “leader” �n a



rab�d republ�can sheet; then everyth�ng was made clear to h�m. The
paper stated that at the counc�l of the 17th at the camp of Châlons
the retreat of the army on Par�s had been fully dec�ded on, and that
General Trochu’s appo�ntment to the command of the c�ty had no
other object than to fac�l�tate the Emperor’s return; but those
resolut�ons, the journal went on to say, were rendered unava�l�ng by
the att�tude of the Empress-regent and the new m�n�stry. It was the
Empress’s op�n�on that the Emperor’s return would certa�nly produce
a revolut�on; she was reported to have sa�d: “He w�ll never reach the
Tu�ler�es al�ve.” Start�ng w�th these prem�ses she �ns�sted w�th the
utmost urgency that the army should advance, at every r�sk,
whatever m�ght be the cost of human l�fe, and effect a junct�on w�th
the army of Metz, �n wh�ch course she was supported moreover by
General de Pal�kao, the M�n�ster of War, who had a plan of h�s own
for reach�ng Baza�ne by a rap�d and v�ctor�ous march. And Maur�ce,
lett�ng h�s paper fall from h�s hand, h�s eyes bent on space, bel�eved
that he now had the key to the ent�re mystery; the two confl�ct�ng
plans, MacMahon’s hes�tat�on to undertake that dangerous flank
movement w�th the unrel�able army at h�s command, the �mpat�ent
orders that came to h�m from Par�s, each more tart and �mperat�ve
than �ts predecessor, urg�ng h�m on to that mad, desperate
enterpr�se. Then, as the central f�gure �n that trag�c confl�ct, the v�s�on
of the Emperor suddenly rose d�st�nctly before h�s �nner eyes,
depr�ved of h�s �mper�al author�ty, wh�ch he had comm�tted to the
hands of the Empress-regent, str�pped of h�s m�l�tary command,
wh�ch he had conferred on Marshal Baza�ne; a null�ty, the vague and
unsubstant�al shadow of an emperor, a nameless, cumbersome
nonent�ty whom no one knew what to do w�th, whom Par�s rejected
and who had ceased to have a pos�t�on �n the army, for he had
pledged h�mself to �ssue no further orders.

The next morn�ng, however, after a ra�ny n�ght through wh�ch he
slept outs�de h�s tent on the bare ground, wrapped �n h�s rubber
blanket, Maur�ce was cheered by the t�d�ngs that the retreat on Par�s
had f�nally carr�ed the day. Another counc�l had been held dur�ng the
n�ght, �t was sa�d, at wh�ch M. Rouher, the former v�ce-Emperor, had
been present; he had been sent by the Empress to accelerate the
movement toward Verdun, and �t would seem that the marshal had



succeeded �n conv�nc�ng h�m of the rashness of such an
undertak�ng. Were there unfavorable t�d�ngs from Baza�ne? no one
could say for certa�n. But the absence of news was �tself a
c�rcumstance of ev�l omen, and all among the most �nfluent�al of the
generals had cast the�r vote for the march on Par�s, for wh�ch they
would be the rel�ev�ng army. And Maur�ce, happy �n the conv�ct�on
that the retrograde movement would commence not later than the
morrow, s�nce the orders for �t were sa�d to be already �ssued,
thought he would grat�fy a boy�sh long�ng that had been troubl�ng h�m
for some t�me past, to g�ve the go-by for one day to sold�er’s fare, to
w�t and eat h�s breakfast off a cloth, w�th the accompan�ment of
plate, kn�fe and fork, carafe, and a bottle of good w�ne, th�ngs of
wh�ch �t seemed to h�m that he had been depr�ved for months and
months. He had money �n h�s pocket, so off he started w�th
qu�ckened pulse, as �f go�ng out for a lark, to search for a place of
enterta�nment.

It was just at the entrance of the v�llage of Courcelles, across the
canal, that he found the breakfast for wh�ch h�s mouth was water�ng.
He had been told the day before that the Emperor had taken up h�s
quarters �n one of the houses of the v�llage, and hav�ng gone to stroll
there out of cur�os�ty, now remembered to have seen at the junct�on
of the two roads th�s l�ttle �nn w�th �ts arbor, the trell�ses of wh�ch were
loaded w�th b�g clusters of r�pe, golden, lusc�ous grapes. There was
an array of green-pa�nted tables set out �n the shade of the luxur�ant
v�ne, wh�le through the open door of the vast k�tchen he had caught
gl�mpses of the ant�que clock, the colored pr�nts pasted on the walls,
and the comfortable landlady watch�ng the revolv�ng sp�t. It was
cheerful, sm�l�ng, hosp�table; a regular type of the good old-
fash�oned French hostelry.

A pretty, wh�te-necked wa�tress came up and asked h�m w�th a
great d�splay of flash�ng teeth:

“W�ll mons�eur have breakfast?”
“Of course I w�ll! G�ve me some eggs, a cutlet, and cheese. And a

bottle of wh�te w�ne!”
She turned to go; he called her back. “Tell me, �s �t not �n one of

those houses that the Emperor has h�s quarters?”



“There, mons�eur, �n that one r�ght before you. Only you can’t see
�t, for �t �s concealed by the h�gh wall w�th the overhang�ng trees.”

He loosed h�s belt so as to be more at ease �n h�s capote, and
enter�ng the arbor, chose h�s table, on wh�ch the sunl�ght, f�nd�ng �ts
way here and there through the green canopy above, danced �n l�ttle
golden spangles. And constantly h�s thoughts kept return�ng to that
h�gh wall beh�nd wh�ch was the Emperor. A most myster�ous house �t
was, �ndeed, shr�nk�ng from the publ�c gaze, even �ts slated roof
�nv�s�ble. Its entrance was on the other s�de, upon the v�llage street,
a narrow w�nd�ng street between dead-walls, w�thout a shop, w�thout
even a w�ndow to enl�ven �t. The small garden �n the rear, among the
sparse dwell�ngs that env�roned �t, was l�ke an �sland of dense
verdure. And across the road he not�ced a spac�ous courtyard,
surrounded by sheds and stables, crowded w�th a countless tra�n of
carr�ages and baggage-wagons, among wh�ch men and horses,
com�ng and go�ng, kept up an unceas�ng bustle.

“Are those all for the serv�ce of the Emperor?” he �nqu�red,
mean�ng to say someth�ng humorous to the g�rl, who was lay�ng a
snow-wh�te cloth upon the table.

“Yes, for the Emperor h�mself, and no one else!” she pleasantly
repl�ed, glad of a chance to show her wh�te teeth once more; and
then she went on to enumerate the su�te from �nformat�on that she
had probably rece�ved from the stablemen, who had been com�ng to
the �nn to dr�nk s�nce the preced�ng day; there were the staff,
compr�s�ng twenty-f�ve off�cers, the s�xty cent-gardes and the half-
troop of gu�des for escort duty, the s�x gendarmes of the provost-
guard; then the household, seventy-three persons �n all,
chamberla�ns, attendants for the table and the bedroom, cooks and
scull�ons; then four saddle-horses and two carr�ages for the
Emperor’s personal use, ten horses for the equerr�es, e�ght for the
grooms and outr�ders, not ment�on�ng forty-seven post-horses; then
a char à banc and twelve baggage wagons, two of wh�ch,
appropr�ated to the cooks, had part�cularly exc�ted her adm�rat�on by
reason of the number and var�ety of the utens�ls they conta�ned, all �n
the most splend�d order.



“Oh, s�r, you never saw such stew-pans! they shone l�ke s�lver.
And all sorts of d�shes, and jars and jugs, and lots of th�ngs of wh�ch
�t would puzzle me to tell the use! And a cellar of w�ne, claret,
burgundy, and champagne—yes! enough to supply a wedd�ng feast.”

The unusual luxury of the snowy table-cloth and the wh�te w�ne
sparkl�ng �n h�s glass sharpened Maur�ce’s appet�te; he devoured h�s
two poached eggs w�th a zest that made h�m fear he was develop�ng
ep�curean tastes. When he turned to the left and looked out through
the entrance of the leafy arbor he had before h�m the spac�ous pla�n,
covered w�th long rows of tents: a busy, populous c�ty that had r�sen
l�ke an exhalat�on from the stubble-f�elds between Rhe�ms c�ty and
the canal. A few clumps of stunted trees, three w�nd-m�lls l�ft�ng the�r
skeleton arms �n the a�r, were all there was to rel�eve the monotony
of the gray waste, but above the huddled roofs of Rhe�ms, lost �n the
sea of fol�age of the tall chestnut-trees, the huge bulk of the
cathedral w�th �ts slender sp�res was prof�led aga�nst the blue sky,
loom�ng colossal, notw�thstand�ng the d�stance, bes�de the modest
houses. Memor�es of school and boyhood’s days came over h�m, the
tasks he had learned and rec�ted: all about the sacre of our k�ngs,
the sa�nte ampoule, Clov�s, Jeanne d’Arc, all the long l�st of glor�es of
old France.

Then Maur�ce’s thoughts reverted aga�n to that unassum�ng
bourgeo�se house, so myster�ous �n �ts sol�tude, and �ts �mper�al
occupant; and d�rect�ng h�s eyes upon the h�gh, yellow wall he was
surpr�sed to read, scrawled there �n great, awkward letters, the
legend: V�ve Napoléon! among the mean�ngless obscen�t�es traced
by schoolboys. W�nter’s storms and summer’s sun had half effaced
the letter�ng; ev�dently the �nscr�pt�on was very anc�ent. How strange,
to see upon that wall that old hero�c battle-cry, wh�ch probably had
been placed there �n honor of the uncle, not of the nephew! It
brought all h�s ch�ldhood back to h�m, and Maur�ce was aga�n a boy,
scarcely out of h�s mother’s arms, down there �n d�stant Chêne-
Populeux, l�sten�ng to the stor�es of h�s grandfather, a veteran of the
Grand Army. H�s mother was dead, h�s father, �n the �nglor�ous days
that followed the collapse of the emp�re, had been compelled to
accept a humble pos�t�on as collector, and there the grandfather
l�ved, w�th noth�ng to support h�m save h�s scanty pens�on, �n the



poor home of the small publ�c funct�onary, h�s sole comfort to f�ght
h�s battles o’er aga�n for the benef�t of h�s two l�ttle tw�n
grandch�ldren, the boy and the g�rl, a pa�r of golden-ha�red
youngsters to whom he was �n some sense a mother. He would
place Maur�ce on h�s r�ght knee and Henr�ette on h�s left, and then
for hours on end the narrat�ve would run on �n Homer�c stra�n.

But small attent�on was pa�d to dates; h�s story was of the d�re
shock of confl�ct�ng nat�ons, and was not to be hampered by the
m�nute exact�tude of the h�stor�an. Success�vely or together Engl�sh,
Austr�ans, Pruss�ans, Russ�ans appeared upon the scene, accord�ng
to the then preva�l�ng cond�t�on of the ever-chang�ng all�ances, and �t
was not always an easy matter to tell why one nat�on rece�ved a
beat�ng �n preference to another, but beaten they all were �n the end,
�nev�tably beaten from the very commencement, �n a wh�rlw�nd of
gen�us and hero�c dar�ng that swept great arm�es l�ke chaff from off
the earth. There was Marengo, the class�c battle of the pla�n, w�th the
consummate generalsh�p of �ts broad plan and the faultless retreat of
the battal�ons by squares, s�lent and �mpass�ve under the enemy’s
terr�ble f�re; the battle, famous �n story, lost at three o’clock and won
at s�x, where the e�ght hundred grenad�ers of the Consular Guard
w�thstood the onset of the ent�re Austr�an cavalry, where Desa�x
arr�ved to change �mpend�ng defeat to glor�ous v�ctory and d�e. There
was Austerl�tz, w�th �ts sun of glory sh�n�ng forth from am�d the w�ntry
sky, Austerl�tz, commenc�ng w�th the capture of the plateau of
Pratzen and end�ng w�th the fr�ghtful catastrophe on the frozen lake,
where an ent�re Russ�an corps, men, guns, horses, went crash�ng
through the �ce, wh�le Napoleon, who �n h�s d�v�ne omn�sc�ence had
foreseen �t all, of course, d�rected h�s art�llery to play upon the
struggl�ng mass. There was Jena, where so many of Pruss�a’s
bravest found a grave; at f�rst the red flames of musketry flash�ng
through the October m�sts, and Ney’s �mpat�ence, near spo�l�ng all
unt�l Augereau comes wheel�ng �nto l�ne and saves h�m; the f�erce
charge that tore the enemy’s center �n twa�n, and f�nally pan�c, the
headlong rout of the�r boasted cavalry, whom our hussars mow down
l�ke r�pened gra�n, strew�ng the romant�c glen w�th a harvest of men
and horses. And Eylau, cruel Eylau, blood�est battle of them all,
where the ma�med corpses cumbered the earth �n p�les; Eylau,



whose new-fallen snow was sta�ned w�th blood, the bur�al-place of
heroes; Eylau, �n whose name reverberates st�ll the thunder of the
charge of Murat’s e�ghty squadrons, p�erc�ng the Russ�an l�nes �n
every d�rect�on, heap�ng the ground so th�ck w�th dead that Napoleon
h�mself could not refra�n from tears. Then Fr�edland, the trap �nto
wh�ch the Russ�ans aga�n allowed themselves to be decoyed l�ke a
flock of bra�nless sparrows, the masterp�ece of the Emperor’s
consummate strategy; our left held back as �n a leash, mot�onless,
w�thout a s�gn of l�fe, wh�le Ney was carry�ng the c�ty, street by street,
and destroy�ng the br�dges, then the left hurled l�ke a thunderbolt on
the enemy’s r�ght, dr�v�ng �t �nto the r�ver and ann�h�lat�ng �t �n that
cul-de-sac; the slaughter so great that at ten o’clock at n�ght the
bloody work was not completed, most wonderful of all the successes
of the great �mper�al ep�c. And Wagram, where �t was the a�m of the
Austr�ans to cut us off from the Danube; they keep strengthen�ng
the�r left �n order to overwhelm Masséna, who �s wounded and
�ssues h�s orders from an open carr�age, and Napoleon, l�ke a
mal�c�ous T�tan, lets them go on unchecked; then all at once a
hundred guns vom�t the�r terr�ble f�re upon the�r weakened center,
dr�v�ng �t backward more than a league, and the�r left, terror-str�cken
to f�nd �tself unsupported, g�ves way before the aga�n v�ctor�ous
Masséna, sweep�ng away before �t the rema�nder of the army, as
when a broken d�ke lets loose �ts torrents upon the f�elds. And f�nally
the Moskowa, where the br�ght sun of Austerl�tz shone for the last
t�me; where the contend�ng hosts were m�ngled �n confused mêlée
am�d deeds of the most desperate dar�ng: mamelons carr�ed under
an unceas�ng f�re of musketry, redoubts stormed w�th the naked
steel, every �nch of ground fought over aga�n and aga�n; such
determ�ned res�stance on the part of the Russ�an Guards that our
f�nal v�ctory was only assured by Murat’s mad charges, the
concentrated f�re of our three hundred p�eces of art�llery, and the
valor of Ney, who was the hero of that most obst�nate of confl�cts.
And be the battle what �t m�ght, ever our flags floated proudly on the
even�ng a�r, and as the b�vouac f�res were l�ghted on the conquered
f�eld out rang the old battle-cry: V�ve Napoléon! France, carry�ng her
�nv�nc�ble Eagles from end to end of Europe, seemed everywhere at
home, hav�ng but to ra�se her f�nger to make her w�ll respected by



the nat�ons, m�stress of a world that �n va�n consp�red to crush her
and upon wh�ch she set her foot.

Maur�ce was contentedly f�n�sh�ng h�s cutlet, cheered not so much
by the w�ne that sparkled �n h�s glass as by the glor�ous memor�es
that were teem�ng �n h�s bra�n, when h�s glance encountered two
ragged, dust-sta�ned sold�ers, less l�ke sold�ers than weary tramps
just off the road; they were ask�ng the attendant for �nformat�on as to
the pos�t�on of the reg�ments that were encamped along the canal.
He ha�led them.

“Hallo there, comrades, th�s way! You are 7th corps men, aren’t
you?”

“R�ght you are, s�r; 1st d�v�s�on—at least I am, more by token that I
was at Froeschw�ller, where �t was warm enough, I can tell you. The
comrade, here, belongs �n the 1st corps; he was at W�ssembourg,
another beastly hole.”

They told the�r story, how they had been swept away �n the
general pan�c, had crawled �nto a d�tch half-dead w�th fat�gue and
hunger, each of them sl�ghtly wounded, and s�nce then had been
dragg�ng themselves along �n the rear of the army, compelled to l�e
over �n towns when the fever-f�ts came on, unt�l at last they had
reached the camp and were on the lookout to f�nd the�r reg�ments.

Maur�ce, who had a p�ece of Gruyère before h�m, not�ced the
hungry eyes f�xed on h�s plate.

“H� there, mademo�selle! br�ng some more cheese, w�ll you—and
bread and w�ne. You w�ll jo�n me, won’t you, comrades? It �s my treat.
Here’s to your good health!”

They drew the�r cha�rs up to the table, only too del�ghted w�th the
�nv�tat�on. The�r enterta�ner watched them as they attacked the food,
and a thr�ll of p�ty ran through h�m as he beheld the�r sorry pl�ght,
d�rty, ragged, arms gone, the�r sole att�re a pa�r of red trousers and
the capote, kept �n place by b�ts of tw�ne and so patched and p�eced
w�th shreds of var�-colored cloth that one would have taken them for
men who had been loot�ng some battle-f�eld and were wear�ng the
spo�l they had gathered there.



“Ah! foutre, yes!” cont�nued the taller of the two as he pl�ed h�s
jaws, “�t was no laugh�ng matter there! You ought to have seen �t,—
tell h�m how �t was, Coutard.”

And the l�ttle man told h�s story w�th many gestures, descr�b�ng
f�gures on the a�r w�th h�s bread.

“I was wash�ng my sh�rt, you see, wh�le the rest of them were
mak�ng soup. Just try and p�cture to yourself a m�serable hole, a
regular trap, all surrounded by dense woods that gave those
Pruss�an p�gs a chance to crawl up to us before we ever suspected
they were there. So, then, about seven o’clock the shells beg�n to
come tumbl�ng about our ears. Nom de D�eu! but �t was l�vely work!
we jumped for our shoot�ng-�rons, and up to eleven o’clock �t looked
as �f we were go�ng to pol�sh ’em off �n f�ne style. But you must know
that there were only f�ve thousand of us, and the beggars kept
com�ng, com�ng as �f there was no end to them. I was posted on a
l�ttle h�ll, beh�nd a bush, and I could see them debouch�ng �n front, to
r�ght, to left, l�ke rows of black ants swarm�ng from the�r h�ll, and
when you thought there were none left there were always plenty
more. There’s no use m�nc�ng matters, we all thought that our
leaders must be f�rst-class n�ncompoops to thrust us �nto such a
hornet’s nest, w�th no support at hand, and leave us to be crushed
there w�thout com�ng to our ass�stance. And then our General,
Douay,[2] poor dev�l! ne�ther a fool nor a coward, that man,—a bullet
comes along and lays h�m on h�s back. That ended �t; no one left to
command us! No matter, though, we kept on f�ght�ng all the same;
but they were too many for us, we had to fall back at last. We held
the ra�lway stat�on for a long t�me, and then we fought beh�nd a wall,
and the uproar was enough to wake the dead. And then, when the
c�ty was taken, I don’t exactly remember how �t came about, but we
were upon a mounta�n, the Ge�ssberg, I th�nk they call �t, and there
we �ntrenched ourselves �n a sort of castle, and how we d�d g�ve �t to
the p�gs! they jumped about the rocks l�ke k�ds, and �t was fun to p�ck
’em off and see ’em tumble on the�r nose. But what would you have?
they kept com�ng, com�ng, all the t�me, ten men to our one, and all
the art�llery they could w�sh for. Courage �s a very good th�ng �n �ts
place, but somet�mes �t gets a man �nto d�ff�cult�es, and so, at last,
when �t got too hot to stand �t any longer, we cut and run. But



regarded as n�ncompoops, our off�cers were a dec�ded success;
don’t you th�nk so, P�cot?”

[2] Th�s was Abel Douay—not to be confounded w�th h�s brother,
Fél�x, who commanded the 7th corps.—TR.

There was a br�ef �nterval of s�lence. P�cot tossed off a glass of the
wh�te w�ne and w�ped h�s mouth w�th the back of h�s hand.

“Of course,” sa�d he. “It was just the same at Froeschw�ller; the
general who would g�ve battle under such c�rcumstances �s a f�t
subject for a lunat�c asylum. That’s what my capta�n sa�d, and he’s a
l�ttle man who knows what he �s talk�ng about. The truth of the matter
�s that no one knew anyth�ng; we were only forty thousand strong,
and we were surpr�sed by a whole army of those p�gs. And no one
was expect�ng to f�ght that day; battle was jo�ned by degrees, one
port�on after another of our troops became engaged, aga�nst the
w�shes of our commanders, as �t seems. Of course, I d�dn’t see the
whole of the affa�r, but what I do know �s that the dance lasted by f�ts
and starts all day long; a body would th�nk �t was ended; not a b�t of
�t! away would go the mus�c more fur�ously than ever. The
commencement was at Woerth, a pretty l�ttle v�llage w�th a funny
clock-tower that looks l�ke a b�g stove, ow�ng to the earthenware t�les
they have stuck all over �t. I’ll be hanged �f I know why we let go our
hold of �t that morn�ng, for we broke all our teeth and na�ls try�ng to
get �t back aga�n �n the afternoon, w�thout succeed�ng. Oh, my
ch�ldren, �f I were to tell you of the slaughter there, the throats that
were cut and the bra�ns knocked out, you would refuse to bel�eve
me! The next place where we had trouble was around a v�llage w�th
the jaw-break�ng name of Elsasshausen. We got a pepper�ng from a
lot of guns that banged away at us at the�r ease from the top of a
blasted h�ll that we had also abandoned that morn�ng, why, no one
has ever been able to tell. And there �t was that w�th these very eyes
of m�ne I saw the famous charge of the cu�rass�ers. Ah, how gallantly
they rode to the�r death, poor fellows! A shame �t was, I say, to let
men and horses charge over ground l�ke that, covered w�th brush
and furze, cut up by d�tches. And on top of �t all, nom de D�eu! what
good could they accompl�sh? But �t was very ch�c all the same; �t was
a beaut�ful s�ght to see. The next th�ng for us to do, shouldn’t you



suppose so? was to go and s�t down somewhere and try to get our
w�nd aga�n. They had set f�re to the v�llage and �t was burn�ng l�ke
t�nder, and the whole gang of Bavar�an, Wurtemburg�an and
Pruss�an p�gs, more than a hundred and twenty thousand of them
there were, as we found out afterward, had got around �nto our rear
and on our flanks. But there was to be no rest for us then, for just at
that t�me the f�ddles began to play aga�n a l�vel�er tune than ever
around Froeschw�ller. For there’s no use talk�ng, fellows, MacMahon
may be a blockhead but he �s a brave man; you ought to have seen
h�m on h�s b�g horse, w�th the shells burst�ng all about h�m! The best
th�ng to do would have been to g�ve leg-ba�l at the beg�nn�ng, for �t �s
no d�sgrace to a general to refuse to f�ght an army of super�or
numbers, but he, once we had gone �n, was bound to see the th�ng
through to the end. And see �t through he d�d! why, I tell you that the
men down �n Froeschw�ller were no longer human be�ngs; they were
raven�ng wolves devour�ng one another. For near two hours the
gutters ran red w�th blood. All the same, however, we had to knuckle
under �n the end. And to th�nk that after �t was all over they should
come and tell us that we had wh�pped the Bavar�ans over on our left!
By the p�per that played before Moses, �f we had only had a hundred
and twenty thousand men, �f we had had guns, and leaders w�th a
l�ttle pluck!”

Loud and angry were the denunc�at�ons of Coutard and P�cot �n
the�r ragged, dusty un�forms as they cut themselves huge sl�ces of
bread and bolted b�ts of cheese, evok�ng the�r b�tter memor�es there
�n the shade of the pretty trell�s, where the sun played h�de and seek
among the purple and gold of the clusters of r�pen�ng grapes. They
had come now to the horr�ble fl�ght that succeeded the defeat; the
broken, demoral�zed, fam�sh�ng reg�ments fly�ng through the f�elds,
the h�ghroads blocked w�th men, horses, wagons, guns, �n
�nextr�cable confus�on; all the wreck and ru�n of a beaten army that
pressed on, on, on, w�th the ch�ll breath of pan�c on the�r backs. As
they had not had w�t enough to fall back wh�le there was t�me and
take post among the passes of the Vosges, where ten thousand men
would have suff�ced to hold �n check a hundred thousand, they
should at least have blown up the br�dges and destroyed the tunnels;
but the generals had lost the�r heads, and both s�des were so dazed,



each was so �gnorant of the other’s movements, that for a t�me each
of them was feel�ng to ascerta�n the pos�t�on of �ts opponent,
MacMahon hurry�ng off toward Lunev�lle, wh�le the Crown Pr�nce of
Pruss�a was look�ng for h�m �n the d�rect�on of the Vosges. On the 7th
the remnant of the 1st corps passed through Saverne, l�ke a swollen
stream that carr�es away upon �ts muddy bosom all w�th wh�ch �t
comes �n contact. On the 8th, at Sarrebourg, the 5th corps came
tumbl�ng �n upon the 1st, l�ke one mad mounta�n torrent pour�ng �ts
waters �nto another. The 5th was also fly�ng, defeated w�thout hav�ng
fought a battle, sweep�ng away w�th �t �ts commander, poor General
de Fa�lly, almost crazy w�th the thought that to h�s �nact�v�ty was
�mputed the respons�b�l�ty of the defeat, when the fault all rested �n
the Marshal’s hav�ng fa�led to send h�m orders. The mad fl�ght
cont�nued on the 9th and 10th, a stampede �n wh�ch no one turned to
look beh�nd h�m. On the 11th, �n order to turn Nancy, wh�ch a
m�staken rumor had reported to be occup�ed by the enemy, they
made the�r way �n a pour�ng ra�nstorm to Bayon; the 12th they
camped at Haroue, the 13th at V�cherey, and on the 14th were at
Neufchâteau, where at last they struck the ra�lroad, and for three
days the work went on of load�ng the weary men �nto the cars that
were to take them to Châlons. Twenty-four hours after the last tra�n
rolled out of the stat�on the Pruss�ans entered the town. “Ah, the
cursed luck!” sa�d P�cot �n conclus�on; “how we had to ply our legs!
And we who should by r�ghts have been �n hosp�tal!”

Coutard empt�ed what was left �n the bottle �nto h�s own and h�s
comrade’s glass. “Yes, we got on our p�ns, somehow, and are
runn�ng yet. Bah! �t �s the best th�ng for us, after all, s�nce �t g�ves us
a chance to dr�nk the health of those who were not knocked over.”

Maur�ce saw through �t all. The sledge hammer blow of
Froeschw�ller, follow�ng so close on the heels of the �d�ot�c surpr�se at
W�ssembourg, was the l�ghtn�ng flash whose baleful l�ght d�sclosed
to h�m the ent�re naked, terr�ble truth. We were taken unprepared; we
had ne�ther guns, nor men, nor generals, wh�le our desp�sed foe was
an �nnumerable host, prov�ded w�th all modern appl�ances and
faultless �n d�sc�pl�ne and leadersh�p. The three German arm�es had
burst apart the weak l�ne of our seven corps, scattered between
Metz and Strasbourg, l�ke three powerful wedges. We were doomed



to f�ght our battle out una�ded; noth�ng could be hoped for now from
Austr�a and Italy, for all the Emperor’s plans were d�sconcerted by
the tard�ness of our operat�ons and the �ncapac�ty of the
commanders. Fate, even, seemed to be work�ng aga�nst us, heap�ng
all sorts of obstacles and �ll-t�med acc�dents �n our path and favor�ng
the secret plan of the Pruss�ans, wh�ch was to d�v�de our arm�es,
throw�ng one port�on back on Metz, where �t would be cut off from
France, wh�le they, hav�ng f�rst destroyed the other fragment, should
be march�ng on Par�s. It was as pla�n now as a problem �n
mathemat�cs that our defeat would be ow�ng to causes that were
patent to everyone; �t was bravery w�thout �ntell�gent gu�dance p�tted
aga�nst numbers and cold sc�ence. Men m�ght d�scuss the quest�on
as they would �n after days; happen what m�ght, defeat was certa�n
�n sp�te of everyth�ng, as certa�n and �nexorable as the laws of nature
that rule our planet.

In the m�dst of h�s uncheerful revery, Maur�ce’s eyes suddenly
l�ghted on the legend scrawled on the wall before h�m—V�ve
Napoléon! and a sensat�on of �ntolerable d�stress seemed to p�erce
h�s heart l�ke a red hot �ron. Could �t be true, then, that France,
whose v�ctor�es were the theme of song and story everywhere, the
great nat�on whose drums had sounded throughout the length and
breadth of Europe, had been thrown �n the dust at the f�rst onset by
an �ns�gn�f�cant race, desp�sed of everyone? F�fty years had suff�ced
to compass �t; the world had changed, and defeat most fearful had
overtaken those who had been deemed �nv�nc�ble. He remembered
the words that had been uttered by We�ss h�s brother-�n-law, dur�ng
that even�ng of anx�ety when they were at Mülhausen. Yes, he alone
of them had been clear of v�s�on, had penetrated the h�dden causes
that had long been slowly sapp�ng our strength, had felt the
freshen�ng gale of youth and progress under the �mpulse of wh�ch
Germany was be�ng wafted onward to prosper�ty and power. Was not
the old warl�ke age dy�ng and a new one com�ng to the front? Woe to
that one among the nat�ons wh�ch halted �n �ts onward march! the
v�ctory �s to those who are w�th the advance-guard, to those who are
clear of head and strong of body, to the most powerful.

But just then there came from the smoke-blackened k�tchen,
where the walls were br�ght w�th the colored pr�nts of Ep�nal, a sound



of vo�ces and the squall�ng of a g�rl who subm�ts, not unw�ll�ngly, to
be tousled. It was L�eutenant Rochas, ava�l�ng h�mself of h�s pr�v�lege
as a conquer�ng hero, to catch and k�ss the pretty wa�tress. He came
out �nto the arbor, where he ordered a cup of coffee to be served
h�m, and as he had heard the conclud�ng words of P�cot’s narrat�ve,
proceeded to take a hand �n the conversat�on:

“Bah! my ch�ldren, those th�ngs that you are speak�ng of don’t
amount to anyth�ng. It �s only the beg�nn�ng of the dance; you w�ll see
the fun commence �n earnest presently. Pard�! up to the present t�me
they have been f�ve to our one, but th�ngs are go�ng to take a change
now; just put that �n your p�pe and smoke �t. We are three hundred
thousand strong here, and every move we make, wh�ch nobody can
see through, �s made w�th the �ntent�on of br�ng�ng the Pruss�ans
down on us, wh�le Baza�ne, who has got h�s eye on them, w�ll take
them �n the�r rear. And then we’ll smash ’em, crac! just as I smash
th�s fly!”

Br�ng�ng h�s hands together w�th a sound�ng clap he caught and
crushed a fly on the w�ng, and he laughed loud and cheer�ly,
bel�ev�ng w�th all h�s s�mple soul �n the feas�b�l�ty of a plan that
seemed so s�mple, steadfast �n h�s fa�th �n the �nv�nc�b�l�ty of French
courage. He good-naturedly �nformed the two sold�ers of the exact
pos�t�on of the�r reg�ments, then l�t a c�gar and seated h�mself
contentedly before h�s dem�tasse.

“The pleasure was all m�ne, comrades!” Maur�ce repl�ed to
Coutard and P�cot, who, as they were leav�ng, thanked h�m for the
cheese and w�ne.

He had also called for a cup of coffee and sat watch�ng the
L�eutenant, whose hopefulness had commun�cated �tself to h�m, a
l�ttle surpr�sed, however, to hear h�m enumerate the�r strength at
three hundred thousand men, when �t was not more than a hundred
thousand, and at h�s happy-go-lucky way of crush�ng the Pruss�ans
between the two arm�es of Châlons and Metz. But then he, too, felt
such need of some comfort�ng �llus�on! Why should he not cont�nue
to hope when all those glor�ous memor�es of the past that he had
evoked were st�ll r�ng�ng �n h�s ears? The old �nn was so br�ght and
cheerful, w�th �ts trell�s hung w�th the purple grapes of France,



r�pen�ng �n the golden sunl�ght! And aga�n h�s conf�dence ga�ned a
momentary ascendancy over the gloomy despa�r that the late events
had engendered �n h�m.

Maur�ce’s eyes had rested for a moment on an off�cer of chasseurs
d’Afr�que who, w�th h�s orderly, had d�sappeared at a sharp trot
around the corner of the s�lent house where the Emperor was
quartered, and when the orderly came back alone and stopped w�th
h�s two horses before the �nn door he gave utterance to an
exclamat�on of surpr�se:

“Prosper! Why, I supposed you were at Metz!”
It was a young man of Rem�lly, a s�mple farm-laborer, whom he

had known as a boy �n the days when he used to go and spend h�s
vacat�ons w�th h�s uncle Fouchard. He had been drawn, and when
the war broke out had been three years �n Afr�ca; he cut qu�te a
dash�ng f�gure �n h�s sky-blue jacket, h�s w�de red trousers w�th blue
str�pes and red woolen belt, w�th h�s sun-dr�ed face and strong,
s�newy l�mbs that �nd�cated great strength and act�v�ty.

“Hallo! �t’s Mons�eur Maur�ce! I’m glad to see you!”
He took th�ngs very eas�ly, however, conduct�ng the steam�ng

horses to the stable, and to h�s own, more part�cularly, g�v�ng a
paternal attent�on. It was no doubt h�s affect�on for the noble an�mal,
contracted when he was a boy and rode h�m to the plow, that had
made h�m select the cavalry arm of the serv�ce.

“We’ve just come �n from Montho�s, more than ten leagues at a
stretch,” he sa�d when he came back, “and Poulet w�ll be want�ng h�s
breakfast.”

Poulet was the horse. He decl�ned to eat anyth�ng h�mself; would
only accept a cup of coffee. He had to wa�t for h�s off�cer, who had to
wa�t for the Emperor; he m�ght be f�ve m�nutes, and then aga�n he
m�ght be two hours, so h�s off�cer had told h�m to put the horses �n
the stable. And as Maur�ce, whose cur�os�ty was aroused, showed
some d�spos�t�on to pump h�m, h�s face became as vacant as a blank
page.

“Can’t say. An errand of some sort—papers to be del�vered.”



But Rochas looked at the chasseur w�th an eye of tenderness, for
the un�form awakened old memor�es of Afr�ca.

“Eh! my lad, where were you stat�oned out there?”
“At Medeah, L�eutenant.”
Ah, Medeah! And draw�ng the�r cha�rs closer together they started

a conversat�on, regardless of d�fference �n rank. The l�fe of the desert
had become a second nature, for Prosper, where the trumpet was
cont�nually call�ng them to arms, where a large port�on of the�r t�me
was spent on horseback, r�d�ng out to battle as they would to the
chase, to some grand battue of Arabs. There was just one soup-
bas�n for every s�x men, or tr�be, as �t was called, and each tr�be was
a fam�ly by �tself, one of �ts members attend�ng to the cook�ng,
another wash�ng the�r l�nen, the others p�tch�ng the tent, car�ng for
the horses, and clean�ng the arms. By day they scoured the country
beneath a sun l�ke a ball of blaz�ng copper, loaded down w�th the
burden of the�r arms and utens�ls; at n�ght they bu�lt great f�res to
dr�ve away the mosqu�toes and sat around them, s�ng�ng the songs
of France. Often �t happened that �n the lum�nous darkness of the
n�ght, th�ck set w�th stars, they had to r�se and restore peace among
the�r four-footed fr�ends, who, �n the balmy softness of the a�r, had
set to b�t�ng and k�ck�ng one another, uproot�ng the�r p�ckets and
ne�gh�ng and snort�ng fur�ously. Then there was the del�c�ous coffee,
the�r greatest, �ndeed the�r only, luxury, wh�ch they ground by the
pr�m�t�ve appl�ances of a carb�ne-butt and a porr�nger, and afterward
stra�ned through a red woolen sash. But the�r l�fe was not one of
unalloyed enjoyment; there were dark days, also, when they were far
from the abodes of c�v�l�zed man w�th the enemy before them. No
more f�res, then; no s�ng�ng, no good t�mes. There were t�mes when
hunger, th�rst and want of sleep caused them horr�ble suffer�ng, but
no matter; they loved that dar�ng, adventurous l�fe, that war of
sk�rm�shes, so prop�t�ous for the d�splay of personal bravery and as
�nterest�ng as a fa�ry tale, enl�vened by the razz�as, wh�ch were only
publ�c plunder�ng on a larger scale, and by maraud�ng, or the pr�vate
peculat�ons of the ch�cken-th�eves, wh�ch afforded many an amus�ng
story that made even the generals laugh.



“Ah!” sa�d Prosper, w�th a more ser�ous face, “�t’s d�fferent here;
the f�ght�ng �s done �n qu�te another way.”

And �n reply to a quest�on asked by Maur�ce, he told the story of
the�r land�ng at Toulon and the long and wear�some march to
Lunev�lle. It was there that they f�rst rece�ved news of W�ssembourg
and Froeschw�ller. After that h�s account was less clear, for he got
the names of towns m�xed, Nancy and Sa�nt-M�h�el, Sa�nt-M�h�el and
Metz. There must have been heavy f�ght�ng on the 14th, for the sky
was all on f�re, but all he saw of �t was four uhlans beh�nd a hedge.
On the 16th there was another engagement; they could hear the
art�llery go�ng as early as s�x o’clock �n the morn�ng, and he had
been told that on the 18th they started the dance aga�n, more l�vely
than ever. But the chasseurs were not �n �t that t�me, for at Gravelotte
on the 16th, as they were stand�ng drawn up along a road wa�t�ng to
wheel �nto column, the Emperor, who passed that way �n a v�ctor�a,
took them to act as h�s escort to Verdun. And a pretty l�ttle jaunt �t
was, twenty-s�x m�les at a hard gallop, w�th the fear of be�ng cut off
by the Pruss�ans at any moment!

“And what of Baza�ne?” asked Rochas.
“Baza�ne? they say that he �s m�ght�ly well pleased that the

Emperor lets h�m alone.”
But the L�eutenant wanted to know �f Baza�ne was com�ng to jo�n

them, whereon Prosper made a gesture express�ve of uncerta�nty;
what d�d any one know? Ever s�nce the 16th the�r t�me had been
spent �n march�ng and countermarch�ng �n the ra�n, out on
reconno�ssance and grand-guard duty, and they had not seen a s�gn
of an enemy. Now they were part of the army of Châlons. H�s
reg�ment, together w�th two reg�ments of chasseurs de France and
one of hussars, formed one of the d�v�s�ons of the cavalry of reserve,
the f�rst d�v�s�on, commanded by General Marguer�tte, of whom he
spoke w�th most enthus�ast�c warmth.

“Ah, the bougre! the enemy w�ll catch a Tartar �n h�m! But what’s
the good talk�ng? the only use they can f�nd for us �s to send us
potter�ng about �n the mud.”

There was s�lence for a moment, then Maur�ce gave some br�ef
news of Rem�lly and uncle Fouchard, and Prosper expressed h�s



regret that he could not go and shake hands w�th Honoré, the
quartermaster-sergeant, whose battery was stat�oned more than a
league away, on the other s�de of the Laon road. But the chasseur
pr�cked up h�s ears at hear�ng the wh�nny�ng of a horse and rose and
went out to make sure that Poulet was not �n want of anyth�ng. It was
the hour sacred to coffee and pousse-café, and �t was not long
before the l�ttle hostelry was full to overflow�ng w�th off�cers and men
of every arm of the serv�ce. There was not a vacant table, and the
br�ght un�forms shone resplendent aga�nst the green background of
leaves checkered w�th spots of sunsh�ne. Major Bouroche had just
come �n and taken a seat bes�de Rochas, when Jean presented
h�mself w�th an order.

“L�eutenant, the capta�n des�res me to say that he w�shes to see
you at three o’clock on company bus�ness.”

Rochas s�gn�f�ed by a nod of the head that he had heard, and Jean
d�d not go away at once, but stood sm�l�ng at Maur�ce, who was
l�ght�ng a c�garette. Ever s�nce the occurrence �n the ra�lway car
there had been a sort of tac�t truce between the two men; they
seemed to be rec�procally study�ng each other, w�th an �ncreas�ng
�nterest and attract�on. But just then Prosper came back, a l�ttle out
of temper.

“I mean to have someth�ng to eat unless my off�cer comes out of
that shanty pretty qu�ck. The Emperor �s just as l�kely as not to stay
away unt�l dark, confound �t all.”

“Tell me,” sa�d Maur�ce, h�s cur�os�ty aga�n gett�ng the better of
h�m, “�sn’t �t poss�ble that the news you are br�ng�ng may be from
Baza�ne?”

“Perhaps so. There was a good deal of talk about h�m down there
at Montho�s.”

At that moment there was a st�r outs�de �n the street, and Jean,
who was stand�ng by one of the doors of the arbor, turned and sa�d:

“The Emperor!”
Immed�ately everyone was on h�s feet. Along the broad, wh�te

road, w�th �ts rows of poplars on e�ther s�de, came a troop of cent-
gardes, sp�ck and span �n the�r br�ll�ant un�forms, the�r cu�rasses



blaz�ng �n the sunl�ght, and �mmed�ately beh�nd them rode the
Emperor, accompan�ed by h�s staff, �n a w�de open space, followed
by a second troop of cent-gardes.

There was a general uncover�ng of heads, and here and there a
hurrah was heard; and the Emperor ra�sed h�s head as he passed;
h�s face looked drawn, the eyes were d�m and watery. He had the
dazed appearance of one suddenly aroused from slumber, sm�led
fa�ntly at s�ght of the cheerful �nn, and saluted. From beh�nd them
Maur�ce and Jean d�st�nctly heard old Bouroche growl, hav�ng f�rst
surveyed the sovere�gn w�th h�s pract�ced eye:

“There’s no m�stake about �t, that man �s �n a bad way.” Then he
succ�nctly completed h�s d�agnos�s: “H�s j�g �s up!”

Jean shook h�s head and thought �n h�s l�m�ted, common sense
way: “It �s a confounded shame to let a man l�ke that have command
of the army!” And ten m�nutes later, when Maur�ce, comforted by h�s
good breakfast, shook hands w�th Prosper and strolled away to
smoke more c�garettes, he carr�ed w�th h�m the p�cture of the
Emperor, seated on h�s easy-ga�ted horse, so pale, so gentle, the
man of thought, the dreamer, want�ng �n energy when the moment
for act�on came. He was reputed to be good-hearted, capable,
swayed by generous and noble thoughts, a s�lent man of strong and
tenac�ous w�ll; he was very brave, too, scorn�ng danger w�th the
scorn of the fatal�st for whom dest�ny has no fears; but �n cr�t�cal
moments a fatal lethargy seemed to overcome h�m; he appeared to
become paralyzed �n presence of results, and powerless thereafter
to struggle aga�nst Fortune should she prove adverse. And Maur�ce
asked h�mself �f h�s were not a spec�al phys�olog�cal cond�t�on,
aggravated by suffer�ng; �f the �ndec�s�on and �ncreas�ng �ncapac�ty
that the Emperor had d�splayed ever s�nce the open�ng of the
campa�gn were not to be attr�buted to h�s man�fest �llness. That
would expla�n everyth�ng: a m�nute b�t of fore�gn substance �n a
man’s system, and emp�res totter.

The camp that even�ng was all ast�r w�th act�v�ty; off�cers were
bustl�ng about w�th orders and arrang�ng for the start the follow�ng
morn�ng at f�ve o’clock. Maur�ce exper�enced a shock of surpr�se and
alarm to learn that once aga�n all the�r plans were changed, that they



were not to fall back on Par�s, but proceed to Verdun and effect a
junct�on w�th Baza�ne. There was a report that d�spatches had come
�n dur�ng the day from the marshal announc�ng that he was
retreat�ng, and the young man’s thoughts reverted to the off�cer of
chasseurs and h�s rap�d r�de from Montho�s; perhaps he had been
the bearer of a copy of the d�spatch. So, then, the op�n�ons of the
Empress-regent and the Counc�l of M�n�sters had preva�led w�th the
vac�llat�ng MacMahon, �n the�r dread to see the Emperor return to
Par�s and the�r �nflex�ble determ�nat�on to push the army forward �n
one supreme attempt to save the dynasty; and the poor Emperor,
that wretched man for whom there was no place �n all h�s vast
emp�re, was to be bundled to and fro among the baggage of h�s
army l�ke some worthless, worn-out p�ece of furn�ture, condemned to
the �rony of dragg�ng beh�nd h�m �n h�s su�te h�s �mper�al household,
cent-gardes, horses, carr�ages, cooks, s�lver stew-pans and cases of
champagne, tra�l�ng h�s flaunt�ng mantle, embro�dered w�th the
Napoleon�c bees, through the blood and m�re of the h�ghways of h�s
retreat.

At m�dn�ght Maur�ce was not asleep; he was fever�shly wakeful,
and h�s gloomy reflect�ons kept h�m toss�ng and tumbl�ng on h�s
pallet. He f�nally arose and went outs�de, where he found comfort
and refreshment �n the cool n�ght a�r. The sky was overspread w�th
clouds, the darkness was �ntense; along the front of the l�ne the
exp�r�ng watch-f�res gleamed w�th a red and sullen l�ght at d�stant
�ntervals, and �n the deathl�ke, bod�ng s�lence could be heard the
long-drawn breath�ng of the hundred thousand men who slumbered
there. Then Maur�ce became more tranqu�l, and there descended on
h�m a sent�ment of brotherhood, full of compass�onate k�ndness for
all those slumber�ng fellow-creatures, of whom thousands would
soon be sleep�ng the sleep of death. Brave fellows! True, many of
them were th�eves and drunkards, but th�nk of what they had
suffered and the excuse there was for them �n the un�versal
demoral�zat�on! The glor�ous veterans of Solfer�no and Sebastopol
were but a handful, �ncorporated �n the ranks of the newly ra�sed
troops, too few �n number to make the�r example felt. The four corps
that had been got together and equ�pped so hurr�edly, devo�d of
every element of cohes�on, were the forlorn hope, the exp�atory band



that the�r rulers were send�ng to the sacr�f�ce �n the endeavor to avert
the wrath of dest�ny. They would bear the�r cross to the b�tter end,
aton�ng w�th the�r l�fe’s blood for the faults of others, glor�ous am�d
d�saster and defeat.

And then �t was that Maur�ce, there �n the darkness that was
�nst�nct w�th l�fe, became consc�ous that a great duty lay before h�m.
He ceased to begu�le h�mself w�th the �llus�ve prospect of great
v�ctor�es to be ga�ned; the march to Verdun was a march to death,
and he so accepted �t, s�nce �t was the�r lot to d�e, w�th brave and
cheerful res�gnat�on.



IV.

On Tuesday, the 23d of August, at s�x o’clock �n the morn�ng,
camp was broken, and as a stream that has momentar�ly expanded
�nto a lake resumes �ts course aga�n, the hundred and odd thousand
men of the army of Châlons put themselves �n mot�on and soon were
pour�ng onward �n a res�stless torrent; and notw�thstand�ng the
rumors that had been current s�nce the preced�ng day, �t was a great
surpr�se to most to see that �nstead of cont�nu�ng the�r retrograde
movement they were leav�ng Par�s beh�nd them and turn�ng the�r
faces toward the unknown reg�ons of the East.

At f�ve o’clock �n the morn�ng the 7th corps was st�ll unsuppl�ed
w�th cartr�dges. For two days the art�llerymen had been work�ng l�ke
beavers to unload the matér�el, horses, and stores that had been
stream�ng from Metz �nto the overcrowded stat�on, and �t was only at
the very last moment that some cars of cartr�dges were d�scovered
among the tangled tra�ns, and that a deta�l wh�ch �ncluded Jean
among �ts numbers was enabled to br�ng back two hundred and forty
thousand on carts that they had hurr�edly requ�s�t�oned. Jean
d�str�buted the regulat�on number, one hundred cartr�dges to a man,
among h�s squad, just as Gaude, the company bugler, sounded the
order to march.

The 106th was not to pass through Rhe�ms, the�r orders be�ng to
turn the c�ty and debouch �nto the Châlons road farther on, but on
th�s occas�on there was the usual fa�lure to regulate the order and
t�me of march�ng, so that, the four corps hav�ng commenced to move
at the same moment, they coll�ded when they came out upon the
roads that they were to traverse �n common and the result was
�nextr�cable confus�on. Cavalry and art�llery were constantly cutt�ng �n
among the �nfantry and br�ng�ng them to a halt; whole br�gades were



compelled to leave the road and stand at ordered arms �n the plowed
f�elds for more than an hour, wa�t�ng unt�l the way should be cleared.
And to make matters worse, they had hardly left the camp when a
terr�ble storm broke over them, the ra�n pelt�ng down �n torrents,
drench�ng the men completely and add�ng �ntolerably to the we�ght of
knapsacks and great-coats. Just as the ra�n began to hold up,
however, the 106th saw a chance to go forward, wh�le some zouaves
�n an adjo�n�ng f�eld, who were forced to wa�t yet for a wh�le, amused
themselves by pelt�ng one another w�th balls of mo�st earth, and the
consequent cond�t�on of the�r un�forms afforded them much
merr�ment.

The sun suddenly came sh�n�ng out aga�n �n the clear sky, the
warm, br�ght sun of an August morn�ng, and w�th �t came return�ng
gayety; the men were steam�ng l�ke a wash of l�nen hung out to dry
�n the open a�r: the mo�sture evaporated from the�r cloth�ng �n l�ttle
more t�me than �t takes to tell �t, and when they were warm and dry
aga�n, l�ke dogs who shake the water from them when they emerge
from a pond, they chaffed one another good-naturedly on the�r
bedraggled appearance and the splashes of mud on the�r red
trousers. Wherever two roads �ntersected another halt was
necess�tated; the last one was �n a l�ttle v�llage just beyond the walls
of the c�ty, �n front of a small saloon that seemed to be do�ng a
thr�v�ng bus�ness. Thereon �t occurred to Maur�ce to treat the squad
to a dr�nk, by way of w�sh�ng them all good luck.

“Corporal, w�ll you allow me—”
Jean, after hes�tat�ng a moment, accepted a “pony” of brandy for

h�mself. Loubet and Chouteau were of the party (the latter had been
watchful and subm�ss�ve s�nce that day when the corporal had
ev�nced a d�spos�t�on to use h�s heavy f�sts), and also Pache and
Lapoulle, a couple of very decent fellows when there was no one to
set them a bad example.

“Your good health, corporal!” sa�d Chouteau �n a respectful,
wh�n�ng tone.

“Thank you; here’s hop�ng that you may br�ng back your head and
all your legs and arms!” Jean pol�tely repl�ed, wh�le the others
laughed approv�ngly.



But the column was about to move; Capta�n Beaudo�n came up
w�th a scandal�zed look on h�s face and a reproof at the t�p of h�s
tongue, wh�le L�eutenant Rochas, more �ndulgent to the small
weaknesses of h�s men, turned h�s head so as not to see what was
go�ng on. And now they were stepp�ng out at a good round pace
along the Châlons road, wh�ch stretched before them for many a
long league, bordered w�th trees on e�ther s�de, undev�at�ngly
stra�ght, l�ke a never-end�ng r�bbon unrolled between the f�elds of
yellow stubble that were dotted here and there w�th tall stacks and
wooden w�ndm�lls brand�sh�ng the�r lean arms. More to the north
were rows of telegraph poles, �nd�cat�ng the pos�t�on of other roads,
on wh�ch they could d�st�ngu�sh the black, crawl�ng l�nes of other
march�ng reg�ments. In many places the troops had left the h�ghway
and were mov�ng �n deep columns across the open pla�n. To the left
and front a cavalry br�gade was seen, jogg�ng along at an easy trot �n
a blaze of sunsh�ne. The ent�re w�de hor�zon, usually so s�lent and
deserted, was al�ve and populous w�th those streams of men,
press�ng onward, onward, �n long drawn, black array, l�ke the
�nnumerable throng of �nsects from some g�gant�c ant-h�ll.

About n�ne o’clock the reg�ment left the Châlons road and wheeled
to the left �nto another that led to Su�ppe, wh�ch, l�ke the f�rst,
extended, stra�ght as an arrow’s fl�ght, far as the eye could see. The
men marched at the route-step �n two straggl�ng f�les along e�ther
s�de of the road, thus leav�ng the central space free for the off�cers,
and Maur�ce could not help not�c�ng the�r anx�ous, care-worn a�r, �n
str�k�ng contrast w�th the joll�ty and good-humor of the sold�ers, who
were happy as ch�ldren to be on the move once more. As the squad
was near the head of the column he could even d�st�ngu�sh the
Colonel, M. de V�neu�l, �n the d�stance, and was �mpressed by the
grave earnestness of h�s manner, and h�s tall, r�g�d form, sway�ng �n
cadence to the mot�on of h�s charger. The band had been sent back
to the rear, to keep company w�th the reg�mental wagons; �t played
but once dur�ng that ent�re campa�gn. Then came the ambulances
and eng�neer’s tra�n attached to the d�v�s�on, and succeed�ng that the
corps tra�n, an �nterm�nable process�on of forage wagons, closed
vans for stores, carts for baggage, and veh�cles of every known
descr�pt�on, occupy�ng a space of road nearly four m�les �n length,



and wh�ch, at the �nfrequent curves �n the h�ghway, they could see
w�nd�ng beh�nd them l�ke the ta�l of some great serpent. And last of
all, at the extreme rear of the column, came the herds, “rat�ons on
the hoof,” a surg�ng, bleat�ng, bellow�ng mass of sheep and oxen,
urged on by blows and ra�s�ng clouds of dust, rem�nd�ng one of the
old warl�ke peoples of the East and the�r m�grat�ons.

Lapoulle meant�me would every now and then g�ve a h�tch of h�s
shoulders �n an attempt to sh�ft the we�ght of h�s knapsack when �t
began to be too heavy. The others, alleg�ng that he was the
strongest, were accustomed to make h�m carry the var�ous utens�ls
that were common to the squad, �nclud�ng the b�g kettle and the
water-pa�l; on th�s occas�on they had even saddled h�m w�th the
company shovel, assur�ng h�m that �t was a badge of honor. So far
was he from compla�n�ng that he was now laugh�ng at a song w�th
wh�ch Loubet, the tenor of the squad, was try�ng to begu�le the
ted�um of the way. Loubet had made h�mself qu�te famous by reason
of h�s knapsack, �n wh�ch was to be found a l�ttle of everyth�ng: l�nen,
an extra pa�r of shoes, haberdashery, chocolate, brushes, a plate
and cup, to say noth�ng of h�s regular rat�ons of b�scu�t and coffee,
and although the all-devour�ng receptacle also conta�ned h�s
cartr�dges, and h�s blankets were rolled on top of �t, together w�th the
shelter-tent and stakes, the load nevertheless appeared l�ght, such
an excellent system he had of pack�ng h�s trunk, as he h�mself
expressed �t.

“It’s a beastly country, all the same!” Chouteau kept repeat�ng from
t�me to t�me, cast�ng a look of �ntense d�sgust over the dreary pla�ns
of “lousy Champagne.”

Broad expanses of chalky ground of a d�rty wh�te lay before and
around them, and seemed to have no end. Not a farmhouse to be
seen anywhere, not a l�v�ng be�ng; noth�ng but flocks of crows,
form�ng small spots of blackness on the �mmens�ty of the gray waste.
On the left, far away �n the d�stance, the low h�lls that bounded the
hor�zon �n that d�rect�on were crowned by woods of somber p�nes,
wh�le on the r�ght an unbroken wall of trees �nd�cated the course of
the r�ver Vesle. But over there beh�nd the h�lls they had seen for the
last hour a dense smoke was r�s�ng, the heavy clouds of wh�ch



obscured the sky and told of a dreadful conflagrat�on rag�ng at no
great d�stance.

“What �s burn�ng over there?” was the quest�on that was on the
l�ps of everyone.

The answer was qu�ckly g�ven and ran through the column from
front to rear. The camp of Châlons had been f�red, �t was sa�d, by
order of the Emperor, to keep the �mmense collect�on of stores there
from fall�ng �nto the hands of the Pruss�ans, and for the last two days
�t had been go�ng up �n flame and smoke. The cavalry of the rear-
guard had been �nstructed to apply the torch to two �mmense
warehouses, f�lled w�th tents, tent-poles, mattresses, cloth�ng, shoes,
blankets, mess utens�ls, suppl�es of every k�nd suff�c�ent for the
equ�pment of a hundred thousand men. Stacks of forage also had
been l�ghted, and were blaz�ng l�ke huge beacon-f�res, and an
oppress�ve s�lence settled down upon the army as �t pursued �ts
march across the w�de, sol�tary pla�n at s�ght of that dusky, eddy�ng
column that rose from beh�nd the d�stant h�lls, f�ll�ng the heavens w�th
desolat�on. All that was to be heard �n the br�ght sunl�ght was the
measured tramp of many feet upon the hollow ground, wh�le
�nvoluntar�ly the eyes of all were turned on that l�v�d cloud whose
baleful shadows rested on the�r march for many a league.

The�r sp�r�ts rose aga�n when they made the�r m�dday halt �n a f�eld
of stubble, where the men could seat themselves on the�r unslung
knapsacks and refresh themselves w�th a b�te. The large square
b�scu�ts could only be eaten by crumbl�ng them �n the soup, but the
l�ttle round ones were qu�te a del�cacy, l�ght and appet�z�ng; the only
trouble was that they left an �ntolerable th�rst beh�nd them. Pache
sang a hymn, be�ng �nv�ted thereto, the squad jo�n�ng �n the chorus.
Jean sm�led good-naturedly w�thout attempt�ng to check them �n the�r
amusement, wh�le Maur�ce, at s�ght of the un�versal cheerfulness
and the good order w�th wh�ch the�r f�rst day’s march was conducted,
felt a rev�val of conf�dence. The rema�nder of the allotted task of the
day was performed w�th the same l�ght-hearted alacr�ty, although the
last f�ve m�les tr�ed the�r endurance. They had abandoned the h�gh
road, leav�ng the v�llage of Prosnes to the�r r�ght, �n order to ava�l
themselves of a short cut across a sandy heath d�vers�f�ed by an



occas�onal th�n p�ne wood, and the ent�re d�v�s�on, w�th �ts
�nterm�nable tra�n at �ts heels, turned and tw�sted �n and out among
the trees, s�nk�ng ankle deep �n the y�eld�ng sand at every step. It
seemed as �f the cheerless waste would never end; all that they met
was a flock of very lean sheep, guarded by a b�g black dog.

It was about four o’clock when at last the 106th halted for the n�ght
at Dontr�en, a small v�llage on the banks of the Su�ppe. The l�ttle
stream w�nds among some pretty groves of trees; the old church
stands �n the m�ddle of the graveyard, wh�ch �s shaded �n �ts ent�re
extent by a magn�f�cent chestnut. The reg�ment p�tched �ts tents on
the left bank, �n a meadow that sloped gently down to the marg�n of
the r�ver. The off�cers sa�d that all the four corps would b�vouac that
even�ng on the l�ne of the Su�ppe between Auber�ve and
Hentreg�v�lle, occupy�ng the �nterven�ng v�llages of Dontr�en,
Bethen�v�lle and Pont-Faverger, mak�ng a l�ne of battle nearly f�ve
leagues long.

Gaude �mmed�ately gave the call for “d�str�but�on,” and Jean had to
run for �t, for the corporal was steward-�n-ch�ef, and �t behooved h�m
to be on the lookout to protect h�s men’s �nterests. He had taken
Lapoulle w�th h�m, and �n a quarter of an hour they returned w�th
some r�bs of beef and a bundle of f�rewood. In the short space of
t�me succeed�ng the�r arr�val three steers of the herd that followed
the column had been knocked �n the head under a great oak-tree,
sk�nned, and cut up. Lapoulle had to return for bread, wh�ch the
v�llagers of Dontr�en had been bak�ng all that afternoon �n the�r
ovens. There was really no lack of anyth�ng on that f�rst day, sett�ng
as�de w�ne and tobacco, w�th wh�ch the troops were to be obl�ged to
d�spense dur�ng the rema�nder of the campa�gn.

Upon Jean’s return he found Chouteau engaged �n ra�s�ng the
tent, ass�sted by Pache; he looked at them for a moment w�th the
cr�t�cal eye of an old sold�er who had no great op�n�on of the�r
ab�l�t�es.

“It w�ll do very well �f the weather �s f�ne to-n�ght,” he sa�d at last,
“but �f �t should come on to blow we would l�ke enough wake up and
f�nd ourselves �n the r�ver. Let me show you.”



And he was about to send Maur�ce w�th the large pa�l for water, but
the young man had sat down on the ground, taken off h�s shoe, and
was exam�n�ng h�s r�ght foot.

“Hallo, there! what’s the matter w�th you?”
“My shoe has chafed my foot and ra�sed a bl�ster. My other shoes

were worn out, and when we were at Rhe�ms I bought these, l�ke a
b�g fool, because they were a good f�t. I should have selected
gunboats.”

Jean kneeled and took the foot �n h�s hand, turn�ng �t over as
carefully as �f �t had been a l�ttle ch�ld’s, w�th a d�sapprov�ng shake of
h�s head.

“You must be careful; �t �s no laugh�ng matter, a th�ng l�ke that. A
sold�er w�thout the use of h�s feet �s of no good to h�mself or anyone
else. When we were �n Italy my capta�n used always to say that �t �s
the men’s legs that w�n battles.”

He bade Pache go for the water, no very hard task, as the r�ver
was but a few yards away, and Loubet, hav�ng �n the meant�me dug
a shallow trench and l�t h�s f�re, was enabled to commence
operat�ons on h�s pot-au-feu, wh�ch he d�d by putt�ng on the b�g kettle
full of water and plung�ng �nto �t the meat that he had prev�ously
corded together w�th a b�t of tw�ne, secundum artem. Then �t was
sol�d comfort for them to watch the bo�l�ng of the soup; the whole
squad, the�r chores done up and the�r day’s labor ended, stretched
themselves on the grass around the f�re �n a fam�ly group, full of
tender anx�ety for the s�mmer�ng meat, wh�le Loubet occas�onally
st�rred the pot w�th a grav�ty f�tted to the �mportance of h�s pos�t�on.
L�ke ch�ldren and savages, the�r sole �nst�nct was to eat and sleep,
careless of the morrow, wh�le advanc�ng to face unknown r�sks and
dangers.

But Maur�ce had unpacked h�s knapsack and come across a
newspaper that he had bought at Rhe�ms, and Chouteau asked:

“Is there anyth�ng about the Pruss�ans �n �t? Read us the news!”
They were a happy fam�ly under Jean’s m�ld despot�sm. Maur�ce

good-naturedly read such news as he thought m�ght �nterest them,
wh�le Pache, the seamstress of the company, mended h�s greatcoat



for h�m and Lapoulle cleaned h�s musket. The f�rst �tem was a
splend�d v�ctory won by Baza�ne, who had dr�ven an ent�re Pruss�an
corps �nto the quarr�es of Jaumont, and the trumped-up tale was told
w�th an abundance of dramat�c deta�l, how men and horses went
over the prec�p�ce and were crushed on the rocks beneath out of all
semblance of human�ty, so that there was not one whole corpse
found for bur�al. Then there were m�nute deta�ls of the p�t�able
cond�t�on of the German arm�es ever s�nce they had �nvaded France:
the �ll-fed, poorly equ�pped sold�ers were actually fall�ng from
�nan�t�on and dy�ng by the roads�de of horr�ble d�seases. Another
art�cle told how the k�ng of Pruss�a had the d�arrhea, and how
B�smarck had broken h�s leg �n jump�ng from the w�ndow of an �nn
where a party of zouaves had just m�ssed captur�ng h�m. Cap�tal
news! Lapoulle laughed over �t as �f he would spl�t h�s s�des, wh�le
Chouteau and the others, w�thout express�ng the fa�ntest doubt,
chuckled at the �dea that soon they would be p�ck�ng up Pruss�ans as
boys p�ck up sparrows �n a f�eld after a ha�l-storm. But they laughed
loudest at old B�smarck’s acc�dent; oh! the zouaves and the turcos,
they were the boys for one’s money! It was sa�d that the Germans
were �n an ecstasy of fear and rage, declar�ng that �t was unworthy of
a nat�on that cla�med to be c�v�l�zed to employ such heathen savages
�n �ts arm�es. Although they had been dec�mated at Froeschw�ller, the
fore�gn troops seemed to have a good deal of l�fe left �n them.

It was just str�k�ng s�x from the steeple of the l�ttle church of
Dontr�en when Loubet shouted:

“Come to supper!”
The squad lost no t�me �n seat�ng themselves �n a c�rcle. At the

very last moment Loubet had succeeded �n gett�ng some vegetables
from a peasant who l�ved hard by. That made the crown�ng glory of
the feast: a soup perfumed w�th carrots and on�ons, that went down
the throat soft as velvet—what could they have des�red more? The
spoons rattled merr�ly �n the l�ttle wooden bowls. Then �t devolved on
Jean, who always served the port�ons, to d�str�bute the beef, and �t
behooved h�m that day to do �t w�th the str�ctest �mpart�al�ty, for
hungry eyes were watch�ng h�m and there would have been a growl
had anyone rece�ved a larger p�ece than h�s ne�ghbors. They



concluded by l�ck�ng the porr�ngers, and were smeared w�th soup up
to the�r eyes.

“Ah, nom de D�eu!” Chouteau declared when he had f�n�shed,
throw�ng h�mself flat on h�s back; “I would rather take that than a
beat�ng, any day!”

Maur�ce, too, whose foot pa�ned h�m less now that he could g�ve �t
a l�ttle rest, was consc�ous of that sensat�on of well-be�ng that �s the
result of a full stomach. He was beg�nn�ng to take more k�ndly to h�s
rough compan�ons, and to br�ng h�mself down nearer to the�r level
under the pressure of the phys�cal necess�t�es of the�r l�fe �n
common. That n�ght he slept the same deep sleep as d�d h�s f�ve
tent-mates; they all huddled close together, f�nd�ng the sensat�on of
an�mal warmth not d�sagreeable �n the heavy dew that fell. It �s
necessary to state that Lapoulle, at the �nst�gat�on of Loubet, had
gone to a stack not far away and felon�ously appropr�ated a quant�ty
of straw, �n wh�ch our s�x gentlemen snored as �f �t had been a bed of
down. And from Auber�ve to Hentreg�v�lle, along the pleasant banks
of the Su�ppe as �t meandered slugg�shly between �ts w�llows, the
f�res of those hundred thousand sleep�ng men �llum�nated the starl�t
n�ght for f�fteen m�les, l�ke a long array of tw�nkl�ng stars.

At sunr�se they made coffee, pulver�z�ng the berr�es �n a wooden
bowl w�th a musket-butt, throw�ng the powder �nto bo�l�ng water, and
settl�ng �t w�th a drop of cold water. The lum�nary rose that morn�ng �n
a bank of purple and gold, afford�ng a spectacle of royal
magn�f�cence, but Maur�ce had no eye for such d�splays, and Jean,
w�th the weather-w�sdom of a peasant, cast an anx�ous glance at the
red d�sk, wh�ch presaged ra�n; and �t was for that reason that, the
surplus of bread baked the day before hav�ng been d�str�buted and
the squad hav�ng rece�ved three loaves, he reproved severely
Loubet and Pache for mak�ng them fast on the outs�de of the�r
knapsacks; but the tents were folded and the knapsacks packed,
and so no one pa�d any attent�on to h�m. S�x o’clock was sound�ng
from all the bells of the v�llage when the army put �tself �n mot�on and
stoutly resumed �ts advance �n the br�ght hopefulness of the dawn of
the new day.



The 106th, �n order to reach the road that leads from Rhe�ms to
Vouz�ers, struck �nto a cross-road, and for more than an hour the�r
way was an ascend�ng one. Below them, toward the north,
Bethen�v�lle was v�s�ble among the trees, where the Emperor was
reported to have slept, and when they reached the Vouz�ers road the
level country of the preced�ng day aga�n presented �tself to the�r gaze
and the lean f�elds of “lousy Champagne” stretched before them �n
wear�some monotony. They now had the Arne, an �ns�gn�f�cant
stream, flow�ng on the�r left, wh�le to the r�ght the treeless, naked
country stretched far as the eye could see �n an apparently
�nterm�nable hor�zon. They passed through a v�llage or two: Sa�nt-
Clement, w�th �ts s�ngle w�nd�ng street bordered by a double row of
houses, Sa�nt-P�erre, a l�ttle town of m�serly r�ch men who had
barr�caded the�r doors and w�ndows. The long halt occurred about
ten o’clock, near another v�llage, Sa�nt-Et�enne, where the men were
h�ghly del�ghted to f�nd tobacco once more. The 7th corps had been
cut up �nto several columns, and the 106th headed one of these
columns, hav�ng beh�nd �t only a battal�on of chasseurs and the
reserve art�llery. Maur�ce turned h�s head at every bend �n the road to
catch a gl�mpse of the long tra�n that had so exc�ted h�s �nterest the
day before, but �n va�n; the herds had gone off �n some other
d�rect�on, and all he could see was the guns, loom�ng �nord�nately
large upon those level pla�ns, l�ke monster �nsects of somber m�en.

After leav�ng Sa�nt-Et�enne, however, there was a change for the
worse, and the road from bad became abom�nable, r�s�ng by an easy
ascent between great ster�le f�elds �n wh�ch the only s�gns of
vegetat�on were the everlast�ng p�ne woods w�th the�r dark verdure,
form�ng a d�smal contrast w�th the gray-wh�te so�l. It was the most
forlorn spot they had seen yet. The �ll-paved road, washed by the
recent ra�ns, was a lake of mud, of tenac�ous, sl�ppery gray clay,
wh�ch held the men’s feet l�ke so much p�tch. It was wear�some work;
the troops were exhausted and could not get forward, and as �f
th�ngs were not bad enough already, the ra�n suddenly began to
come down most v�olently. The guns were m�red and had to be left �n
the road.

Chouteau, who had been g�ven the squad’s r�ce to carry, fat�gued
and exasperated w�th h�s heavy load, watched for an opportun�ty



when no one was look�ng and dropped the package. But Loubet had
seen h�m.

“See here, that’s no way! you ought not to do that. The comrades
w�ll be hungry by and by.”

“Let be!” repl�ed Chouteau. “There �s plenty of r�ce; they w�ll g�ve
us more at the end of the march.”

And Loubet, who had the bacon, conv�nced by such cogent
reason�ng, dropped h�s load �n turn.

Maur�ce was suffer�ng more and more w�th h�s foot, of wh�ch the
heel was badly �nflamed. He l�mped along �n such a p�t�able state
that Jean’s sympathy was aroused.

“Does �t hurt? �s �t no better, eh?” And as the men were halted just
then for a breath�ng spell, he gave h�m a b�t of good adv�ce. “Take off
your shoe and go barefoot; the cool earth w�ll ease the pa�n.”

And �n that way Maur�ce found that he could keep up w�th h�s
comrades w�th some degree of comfort; he exper�enced a sent�ment
of deep grat�tude. It was a p�ece of great good luck that the�r squad
had a corporal l�ke h�m, a man who had seen serv�ce and knew all
the tr�cks of the trade: he was an uncult�vated peasant, of course, but
a good fellow all the same.

It was late when they reached the�r place of b�vouac at Contreuve,
after march�ng a long t�me on the Châlons and Vouz�ers road and
descend�ng by a steep path �nto the valley of the Sem�de, up wh�ch
they came through a stretch of narrow meadows. The landscape had
undergone a change; they were now �n the Ardennes, and from the
lofty h�lls above the v�llage where the eng�neers had staked off the
ground for the 7th corps’ camp, the valley of the A�sne was d�mly
v�s�ble �n the d�stance, ve�led �n the pale m�sts of the pass�ng shower.

S�x o’clock came and there had been no d�str�but�on of rat�ons,
whereon Jean, �n order to keep occup�ed, apprehens�ve also of the
consequences that m�ght result from the h�gh w�nd that was
spr�ng�ng up, determ�ned to attend �n person to the sett�ng up of the
tent. He showed h�s men how �t should be done, select�ng a b�t of
ground that sloped away a l�ttle to one s�de, sett�ng the pegs at the
proper angle, and d�gg�ng a l�ttle trench around the whole to carry off



the water. Maur�ce was excused from the usual n�ghtly drudgery on
account of h�s sore foot, and was an �nterested w�tness of the
�ntell�gence and hand�ness of the b�g young fellow whose general
appearance was so stol�d and unga�nly. He was completely knocked
up w�th fat�gue, but the conf�dence that they were now advanc�ng
w�th a def�n�te end �n v�ew served to susta�n h�m. They had had a
hard t�me of �t s�nce they left Rhe�ms, mak�ng nearly forty m�les �n
two days’ march�ng; �f they could ma�nta�n the pace and �f they kept
stra�ght on �n the d�rect�on they were pursu�ng, there could be no
doubt that they would destroy the second German army and effect a
junct�on w�th Baza�ne before the th�rd, the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a’s,
wh�ch was sa�d to be at V�try-le Franco�s, could get up to Verdun.

“Oh, come now! I wonder �f they are go�ng to let us starve!” was
Chouteau’s remark when, at seven o’clock, there was st�ll no s�gn of
rat�ons.

By way of tak�ng t�me by the forelock, Jean had �nstructed Loubet
to l�ght the f�re and put on the pot, and, as there was no �ssue of
f�rewood, he had been compelled to be bl�nd to the sl�ght �rregular�ty
of the proceed�ng when that �nd�v�dual remed�ed the om�ss�on by
tear�ng the pal�ngs from an adjacent fence. When he suggested
knock�ng up a d�sh of bacon and r�ce, however, the truth had to come
out, and he was �nformed that the r�ce and bacon were ly�ng �n the
mud of the Sa�nt-Et�enne road. Chouteau l�ed w�th the greatest
effrontery declar�ng that the package must have sl�pped from h�s
shoulders w�thout h�s not�c�ng �t.

“You are a couple of p�gs!” Jean shouted angr�ly, “to throw away
good v�ctuals, when there are so many poor dev�ls go�ng w�th an
empty stomach!”

It was the same w�th the three loaves that had been fastened
outs�de the knapsacks; they had not l�stened to h�s warn�ng, and the
consequence was that the ra�n had soaked the bread and reduced �t
to paste.

“A pretty p�ckle we are �n!” he cont�nued. “We had food �n plenty,
and now here we are, w�thout a crumb! Ah! you are a pa�r of d�rty
p�gs!”



At that moment the f�rst sergeant’s call was heard, and Sergeant
Sap�n, return�ng presently w�th h�s usual doleful a�r, �nformed the
men that �t would be �mposs�ble to d�str�bute rat�ons that even�ng,
and that they would have to content themselves w�th what eatables
they had on the�r persons. It was reported that the tra�ns had been
delayed by the bad weather, and as to the herds, they must have
straggled off as a result of confl�ct�ng orders. Subsequently �t
became known that on that day the 5th and 12th corps had got up to
Rethel, where the headquarters of the army were establ�shed, and
the �nhab�tants of the ne�ghbor�ng v�llages, possessed w�th a mad
des�re to see the Emperor, had �naugurated a heg�ra toward that
town, tak�ng w�th them everyth�ng �n the way of prov�s�ons; so that
when the 7th corps came up they found themselves �n a land of
nakedness: no bread, no meat, no people, even. To add to the�r
d�stress a m�sconcept�on of orders had caused the suppl�es of the
comm�ssary department to be d�rected on Chêne-Populeux. Th�s
was a state of affa�rs that dur�ng the ent�re campa�gn formed the
despa�r of the wretched comm�ssar�es, who had to endure the abuse
and execrat�ons of the whole army, wh�le the�r sole fault lay �n be�ng
punctual at rendezvous at wh�ch the troops fa�led to appear.

“It serves you r�ght, you d�rty p�gs!” cont�nued Jean �n h�s wrath,
“and you don’t deserve the trouble that I am go�ng to have �n f�nd�ng
you someth�ng to eat, for I suppose �t �s my duty not to let you starve,
all the same.” And he started off to see what he could f�nd, as every
good corporal does under such c�rcumstances, tak�ng w�th h�m
Pache, who was a favor�te on account of h�s qu�et manner, although
he cons�dered h�m rather too pr�est-r�dden.

But Loubet’s attent�on had just been attracted to a l�ttle farmhouse,
one of the last dwell�ngs �n Contreuve, some two or three hundred
yards away, where there seemed to h�m to be prom�se of good
results. He called Chouteau and Lapoulle to h�m and sa�d:

“Come along, and let’s see what we can do. I’ve a not�on there’s
grub to be had over that way.”

So Maur�ce was left to keep up the f�re and watch the kettle, �n
wh�ch the water was beg�nn�ng to bo�l. He had seated h�mself on h�s
blanket and taken off h�s shoe �n order to g�ve h�s bl�ster a chance to



heal. It amused h�m to look about the camp and watch the behav�or
of the d�fferent squads now that there was to be no �ssue of rat�ons;
the deduct�on that he arr�ved at was that some of them were �n a
chron�c state of dest�tut�on, wh�le others reveled �n cont�nual
abundance, and that these cond�t�ons were ascr�bable to the greater
or less degree of tact and fores�ght of the corporal and h�s men.
Am�d the confus�on that re�gned about the stacks and tents he
remarked some squads who had not been able even to start a f�re,
others of wh�ch the men had abandoned hope and la�n themselves
res�gnedly down for the n�ght, wh�le others aga�n were ravenously
devour�ng, no one knew what, someth�ng good, no doubt. Another
th�ng that �mpressed h�m was the good order that preva�led �n the
art�llery, wh�ch had �ts camp above h�m, on the h�lls�de. The sett�ng
sun peeped out from a r�ft �n the clouds and h�s rays were reflected
from the burn�shed guns, from wh�ch the men had cleansed the coat
of mud that they had p�cked up along the road.

In the meant�me General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, command�ng the
br�gade, had found quarters su�ted to h�s taste �n the l�ttle farmhouse
toward wh�ch the des�gns of Loubet and h�s compan�ons were
d�rected. He had d�scovered someth�ng that had the semblance of a
bed and was seated at table w�th a roasted ch�cken and an omelette
before h�m; consequently he was �n the best of humors, and as
Colonel de V�neu�l happened �n just then on reg�mental bus�ness,
had �nv�ted h�m to d�ne. They were enjoy�ng the�r repast, therefore,
wa�ted on by a tall, l�ght-ha�red �nd�v�dual who had been �n the
farmer’s serv�ce only three days and cla�med to be an Alsat�an, one
of those who had been forced to leave the�r country after the d�saster
of Froeschw�ller. The general d�d not seem to th�nk �t necessary to
use any restra�nt �n presence of the man, comment�ng freely on the
movements of the army, and f�nally, forgetful of the fact that he was
not an �nhab�tant of the country, began to quest�on h�m about
local�t�es and d�stances. H�s quest�ons d�splayed such utter
�gnorance of the country that the colonel, who had once l�ved at
Méz�ères, was astounded; he gave such �nformat�on as he had at
command, wh�ch el�c�ted from the ch�ef the exclamat�on:

“It �s just l�ke our �d�ot�c government! How can they expect us to
f�ght �n a country of wh�ch we know noth�ng?”



The colonel’s face assumed a look of vague consternat�on. He
knew that �mmed�ately upon the declarat�on of war maps of Germany
had been d�str�buted among the off�cers, wh�le �t was qu�te certa�n
that not one of them had a map of France. He was amazed and
confounded by what he had seen and heard s�nce the open�ng of the
campa�gn. H�s unquest�oned bravery was h�s d�st�nct�ve tra�t; he was
a somewhat weak and not very br�ll�ant commander, wh�ch caused
h�m to be more loved than respected �n h�s reg�ment.

“It’s too bad that a man can’t eat h�s d�nner �n peace!” the general
suddenly blurted out. “What does all that uproar mean? Go and see
what the matter �s, you Alsat�an fellow!”

But the farmer ant�c�pated h�m by appear�ng at the door, sobb�ng
and gest�culat�ng l�ke a crazy man. They were robb�ng h�m, the
zouaves and chasseurs were plunder�ng h�s house. As he was the
only one �n the v�llage who had anyth�ng to sell he had fool�shly
allowed h�mself to be persuaded to open shop. At f�rst he had sold
h�s eggs and ch�ckens, h�s rabb�ts, and potatoes, w�thout exact�ng an
extort�onate prof�t, pocket�ng h�s money and del�ver�ng the
merchand�se; then the customers had streamed �n �n a constantly
�ncreas�ng throng, jostl�ng and worry�ng the old man, f�nally crowd�ng
h�m as�de and tak�ng all he had w�thout pretense of payment. And
thus �t was throughout the war; �f many peasants concealed the�r
property and even den�ed a dr�nk of water to the th�rsty sold�er, �t was
because of the�r fear of the �rres�st�ble �nroads of that ocean of men,
who swept everyth�ng clean before them, thrust�ng the wretched
owners from the�r houses and beggar�ng them.

“Eh! w�ll you hold your tongue, old man!” shouted the general �n
d�sgust. “Those rascals ought to be shot at the rate of a dozen a day.
What �s one to do?” And to avo�d tak�ng the measures that the case
demanded he gave orders to close the door, wh�le the colonel
expla�ned to h�m that there had been no �ssue of rat�ons and the men
were hungry.

Wh�le these th�ngs were go�ng on w�th�n the house Loubet outs�de
had d�scovered a f�eld of potatoes; he and Lapoulle scaled the fence
and were d�gg�ng the prec�ous tubers w�th the�r hands and stuff�ng
the�r pockets w�th them when Chouteau, who �n the pursu�t of



knowledge was look�ng over a low wall, gave a shr�ll wh�stle that
called them hurr�edly to h�s s�de. They uttered an exclamat�on of
wonder and del�ght; there was a flock of geese, ten fat, splend�d
geese, pompously waddl�ng about a small yard. A counc�l of war was
held forthw�th, and �t was dec�ded that Lapoulle should storm the
place and make pr�soners of the garr�son. The confl�ct was a bloody
one; the venerable gander on wh�ch the sold�er la�d h�s predaceous
hands had nearly depr�ved h�m of h�s nose w�th �ts b�ll, hard and
sharp as a ta�lor’s shears. Then he caught �t by the neck and tr�ed to
choke �t, but the b�rd tore h�s trousers w�th �ts strong claws and
pummeled h�m about the body w�th �ts great w�ngs. He f�nally ended
the battle by bra�n�ng �t w�th h�s f�st, and �t had not ceased to struggle
when he leaped the wall, hotly pursued by the rema�nder of the flock,
peck�ng v�c�ously at h�s legs.

When they got back to camp, w�th the unfortunate gander and the
potatoes h�dden �n a bag, they found that Jean and Pache had also
been successful �n the�r exped�t�on, and had enr�ched the common
larder w�th four loaves of fresh bread and a cheese that they had
purchased from a worthy old woman.

“The water �s bo�l�ng and we w�ll make some coffee,” sa�d the
corporal. “Here are bread and cheese; �t w�ll be a regular feast!”

He could not help laugh�ng, however, when he looked down and
saw the goose ly�ng at h�s feet. He ra�sed �t, exam�n�ng and heft�ng �t
w�th the judgment of an expert.

“Ah! upon my word, a f�ne b�rd! �t must we�gh twenty pounds.”
“We were out walk�ng and met the b�rd,” Loubet expla�ned �n an

unctuously sanct�mon�ous vo�ce, “and �t �ns�sted on mak�ng our
acqua�ntance.”

Jean made no reply, but h�s manner showed that he w�shed to
hear noth�ng more of the matter. Men must l�ve, and then why �n the
name of common sense should not those poor fellows, who had
almost forgotten how poultry tasted, have a treat once �n a way!

Loubet had already k�ndled the f�re �nto a roar�ng blaze; Pache and
Lapoulle set to work to pluck the goose; Chouteau, who had run off
to the art�llerymen and begged a b�t of tw�ne, came back and
stretched �t between two bayonets; the b�rd was suspended �n front



of the hot f�re and Maur�ce was g�ven a clean�ng rod and enjo�ned to
keep �t turn�ng. The b�g t�n bas�n was set beneath to catch the gravy.
It was a tr�umph of cul�nary art; the whole reg�ment, attracted by the
savory odor, came and formed a c�rcle about the f�re and l�cked the�r
chops. And what a feast �t was! roast goose, bo�led potatoes, bread,
cheese, and coffee! When Jean had d�ssected the b�rd the squad
appl�ed �tself v�gorously to the task before �t; there was no talk of
port�ons, every man ate as much as he was capable of hold�ng. They
even sent a plate full over to the art�llerymen who had furn�shed the
cord.

The off�cers of the reg�ment that even�ng were a very hungry set of
men, for ow�ng to some m�stake the canteen wagon was among the
m�ss�ng, gone off to look after the corps tra�n, maybe. If the men
were �nconven�enced when there was no �ssue of rat�on they
scarcely ever fa�led to f�nd someth�ng to eat �n the end; they helped
one another out; the men of the d�fferent squads “ch�pped �n” the�r
resources, each contr�but�ng h�s m�te, wh�le the off�cer, w�th no one to
look to save h�mself, was �n a fa�r way of starv�ng as soon as he had
not the canteen to fall back on. So there was a sneer on Chouteau’s
face, bur�ed �n the carcass of the goose, as he saw Capta�n
Beaudo�n go by w�th h�s pr�m, superc�l�ous a�r, for he had heard that
off�cer summon�ng down �mprecat�ons on the dr�ver of the m�ss�ng
wagon; and he gave h�m an ev�l look out of the corner of h�s eye.

“Just look at h�m! See, h�s nose tw�tches l�ke a rabb�t’s. He would
g�ve a dollar for the pope’s nose.”

They all made merry at the expense of the capta�n, who was too
callow and too harsh to be a favor�te w�th h�s men; they called h�m a
pète-sec. He seemed on the po�nt of tak�ng the squad �n hand for the
scandal they were creat�ng w�th the�r goose d�nner, but thought
better of the matter, ashamed, probably, to show h�s hunger, and
walked off, hold�ng h�s head very erect, as �f he had seen noth�ng.

As for L�eutenant Rochas, who was also consc�ous of a terr�bly
empty sensat�on �n h�s ep�gastr�c reg�on, he put on a brave face and
laughed good-naturedly as he passed the thr�ce-lucky squad. H�s
men adored h�m, �n the f�rst place because he was at sword’s po�nts
w�th the capta�n, that l�ttle wh�pper-snapper from Sa�nt-Cyr, and also



because he had once carr�ed a musket l�ke themselves. He was not
always easy to get along w�th, however, and there were t�mes when
they would have g�ven a good deal could they have cuffed h�m for
h�s brutal�ty.

Jean glanced �nqu�r�ngly at h�s comrades, and the�r mute reply
be�ng prop�t�ous, arose and beckoned to Rochas to follow h�m
beh�nd the tent.

“See here, L�eutenant, I hope you won’t be offended, but �f �t �s
agreeable to you—”

And he handed h�m half a loaf of bread and a wooden bowl �n
wh�ch there were a second jo�nt of the b�rd and s�x b�g mealy
potatoes.

That n�ght aga�n the s�x men requ�red no rock�ng; they d�gested
the�r d�nner wh�le sleep�ng the sleep of the just. They had reason to
thank the corporal for the sc�ent�f�c way �n wh�ch he had set up the�r
tent, for they were not even consc�ous of a small hurr�cane that blew
up about two o’clock, accompan�ed by a sharp down-pour of ra�n;
some of the tents were blown down, and the men, wakened out of
the�r sound slumber, were drenched and had to scamper �n the
p�tchy darkness, wh�le the�rs stood f�rm and they were warm and dry,
thanks to the �ngen�ous dev�ce of the trench.

Maur�ce awoke at dayl�ght, and as they were not to march unt�l
e�ght o’clock �t occurred to h�m to walk out to the art�llery camp on
the h�ll and say how do you do to h�s cous�n Honoré. H�s foot was
less pa�nful after h�s good n�ght’s rest. H�s wonder and adm�rat�on
were aga�n exc�ted by the neatness and perfect order that preva�led
throughout the encampment, the s�x guns of a battery al�gned w�th
mathemat�cal prec�s�on and accompan�ed by the�r ca�ssons,
prolonges, forage-wagons, and forges. A short way off, l�ned up to
the�r rope, stood the horses, wh�nny�ng �mpat�ently and turn�ng the�r
muzzles to the r�s�ng sun. He had no d�ff�culty �n f�nd�ng Honoré’s
tent, thanks to the regulat�on wh�ch ass�gns to the men of each p�ece
a separate street, so that a s�ngle glance at a camp suff�ces to show
the number of guns.

When Maur�ce reached h�s dest�nat�on the art�llerymen were
already st�rr�ng and about to dr�nk the�r coffee, and a quarrel had



ar�sen between Adolphe, the forward dr�ver, and Lou�s, the gunner,
h�s mate. For the ent�re three years that they had been “marr�ed,” �n
accordance w�th the custom wh�ch couples a dr�ver w�th a gunner,
they had l�ved happ�ly together, w�th the one except�on of meal-
t�mes. Lou�s, an �ntell�gent man and the better �nformed of the two,
d�d not grumble at the a�rs of super�or�ty that are affected by every
mounted over every unmounted man: he p�tched the tent, made the
soup, and d�d the chores, wh�le Adolphe groomed h�s horses w�th the
pr�de of a re�gn�ng potentate. When the former, a l�ttle black, lean
man, affl�cted w�th an enormous appet�te, rose �n arms aga�nst the
exact�ons of the latter, a b�g, burly fellow w�th huge blonde
mustaches, who �ns�sted on be�ng wa�ted on l�ke a lord, then the fun
began. The subject matter of the d�spute on the present morn�ng was
that Lou�s, who had made the coffee, accused Adolphe of hav�ng
drunk �t all. It requ�red some d�plomacy to reconc�le them.

Not a morn�ng passed that Honoré fa�led to go and look after h�s
p�ece, see�ng to �t that �t was carefully dr�ed and cleansed from the
n�ght dew, as �f �t had been a favor�te an�mal that he was fearful
m�ght take cold, and there �t was that Maur�ce found h�m, exerc�s�ng
h�s paternal superv�s�on �n the cr�sp morn�ng a�r.

“Ah, �t’s you! I knew that the 106th was somewhere �n the v�c�n�ty; I
got a letter from Rem�lly yesterday and was �ntend�ng to start out and
hunt you up. Let’s go and have a glass of wh�te w�ne.”

For the sake of pr�vacy he conducted h�s cous�n to the l�ttle
farmhouse that the sold�ers had looted the day before, where the old
peasant, undeterred by h�s losses and allured by the prospect of
turn�ng an honest penny, had tapped a cask of w�ne and set up a
k�nd of publ�c bar. He had extempor�zed a counter from a board
rested on two empty barrels before the door of h�s house, and over �t
he dealt out h�s stock �n trade at four sous a glass, ass�sted by the
strapp�ng young Alsat�an whom he had taken �nto h�s serv�ce three
days before.

As Honoré was touch�ng glasses w�th Maur�ce h�s eyes l�ghted on
th�s man. He gazed at h�m a moment as �f stupef�ed, then let sl�p a
terr�ble oath.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! Gol�ah!”



And he darted forward and would have caught h�m by the throat,
but the peasant, foresee�ng �n h�s act�on a repet�t�on of h�s
yesterday’s exper�ence, jumped qu�ckly w�th�n the house and locked
the door beh�nd h�m. For a moment confus�on re�gned about the
prem�ses; sold�ers came rush�ng up to see what was go�ng on, wh�le
the quartermaster-sergeant shouted at the top of h�s vo�ce:

“Open the door, open the door, you confounded �d�ot! It �s a spy, I
tell you, a Pruss�an spy!”

Maur�ce doubted no longer; there was no room for m�stake now;
the Alsat�an was certa�nly the man whom he had seen arrested at
the camp of Mülhausen and released because there was not
ev�dence enough to hold h�m, and that man was Gol�ah, old
Fouchard’s quondam ass�stant on h�s farm at Rem�lly. When f�nally
the peasant opened h�s door the house was searched from top to
bottom, but to no purpose; the b�rd had flown, the gawky Alsat�an,
the tow-headed, s�mple-faced lout whom General Bourga�n-
Desfeu�lles had quest�oned the day before at d�nner w�thout learn�ng
anyth�ng and before whom, �n the �nnocence of h�s heart, he had
d�sclosed th�ngs that would have better been kept secret. It was
ev�dent enough that the scamp had made h�s escape by a back
w�ndow wh�ch was found open, but the hunt that was �mmed�ately
started throughout the v�llage and �ts env�rons had no results; the
fellow, b�g as he was, had van�shed as utterly as a smoke-wreath
d�ssolves upon the a�r.

Maur�ce thought �t best to take Honoré away, lest �n h�s d�stracted
state he m�ght reveal to the spectators unpleasant fam�ly secrets
wh�ch they had no concern to know.

“Tonnerre de D�eu!” he cr�ed aga�n, “�t would have done me such
good to strangle h�m!—The letter that I was speak�ng of rev�ved all
my old hatred for h�m.”

And the two of them sat down upon the ground aga�nst a stack of
rye a l�ttle way from the house, and he handed the letter to h�s
cous�n.

It was the old story: the course of Honoré Fouchard’s and S�lv�ne
Morange’s love had not run smooth. She, a pretty, meek-eyed,
brown-ha�red g�rl, had �n early ch�ldhood lost her mother, an



operat�ve �n one of the factor�es of Raucourt, and Doctor Dal�champ,
her godfather, a worthy man who was greatly add�cted to adopt�ng
the wretched l�ttle be�ngs whom he ushered �nto the world, had
conce�ved the �dea of plac�ng her �n Father Fouchard’s fam�ly as
small ma�d of all work. True �t was that the old boor was a terr�ble
sk�nfl�nt and a harsh, stern taskmaster; he had gone �nto the
butcher�ng bus�ness from sord�d love of lucre, and h�s cart was to be
seen da�ly, ra�n or sh�ne, on the roads of twenty communes; but �f the
ch�ld was w�ll�ng to work she would have a home and a protector,
perhaps some small prospect �n the future. At all events she would
be spared the contam�nat�on of the factory. And naturally enough �t
came to pass that �n old Fouchard’s household the son and he�r and
the l�ttle ma�d of all work fell �n love w�th each other. Honoré was then
just turned s�xteen and she was twelve, and when she was s�xteen
and he twenty there was a draw�ng for the army; Honoré, to h�s great
del�ght, secured a lucky number and determ�ned to marry. Noth�ng
had ever passed between them, thanks to the unusual del�cacy that
was �nherent �n the lad’s tranqu�l, thoughtful nature, more than an
occas�onal hug and a furt�ve k�ss �n the barn. But when he spoke of
the marr�age to h�s father, the old man, who had the stubbornness of
the mule, angr�ly told h�m that h�s son m�ght k�ll h�m, but never, never
would he consent, and cont�nued to keep the g�rl about the house,
not worry�ng about the matter, expect�ng �t would soon blow over. For
two years longer the young folks kept on ador�ng and des�r�ng each
other, and never the least breath of scandal sull�ed the�r names.
Then one day there was a fr�ghtful quarrel between the two men,
after wh�ch the young man, feel�ng he could no longer endure h�s
father’s tyranny, enl�sted and was packed off to Afr�ca, wh�le the
butcher st�ll reta�ned the servant-ma�d, because she was useful to
h�m. Soon after that a terr�ble th�ng happened: S�lv�ne, who had
sworn that she would be true to her lover and awa�t h�s return, was
detected one day, two short weeks after h�s departure, �n the
company of a laborer who had been work�ng on the farm for some
months past, that Gol�ah Ste�nberg, the Pruss�an, as he was called;
a tall, s�mple young fellow w�th short, l�ght ha�r, wear�ng a perpetual
sm�le on h�s broad, p�nk face, who had made h�mself Honoré’s chum.
Had Father Fouchard tra�torously �nc�ted the man to take advantage



of the g�rl? or had S�lv�ne, s�ck at heart and prostrated by the sorrow
of part�ng w�th her lover, y�elded �n a moment of unconsc�ousness?
She could not tell herself; was dazed, and saw herself dr�ven by the
necess�ty of her s�tuat�on to a marr�age w�th Gol�ah. He, for h�s part,
always w�th the everlast�ng sm�le on h�s face, made no object�on,
only �ns�sted on deferr�ng the ceremony unt�l the ch�ld should be
born. When that event occurred he suddenly d�sappeared; �t was
rumored, subsequently that he had found work on another farm, over
Beaumont way. These th�ngs had happened three years before the
break�ng out of the war, and now everyone was conv�nced that that
artless, s�mple Gol�ah, who had such a way of �ngrat�at�ng h�mself
w�th the g�rls, was none else than one of those Pruss�an sp�es who
f�lled our eastern prov�nces. When Honoré learned the t�d�ngs over �n
Afr�ca he was three months �n hosp�tal, as �f the f�erce sun of that
country had sm�tten h�m on the neck w�th one of h�s f�ery javel�ns,
and never thereafter d�d he apply for leave of absence to return to
h�s country for fear lest he m�ght aga�n set eyes on S�lv�ne and her
ch�ld.

The art�lleryman’s hands shook w�th ag�tat�on as Maur�ce perused
the letter. It was from S�lv�ne, the f�rst, the only one that she had ever
wr�tten h�m. What had been her gu�d�ng �mpulse, that s�lent,
subm�ss�ve woman, whose handsome black eyes at t�mes
man�fested a startl�ng f�xedness of purpose �n the m�dst of her never-
end�ng slavery? She s�mply sa�d that she knew he was w�th the
army, and though she m�ght never see h�m aga�n, she could not
endure the thought that he m�ght d�e and bel�eve that she had
ceased to love h�m. She loved h�m st�ll, had never loved another; and
th�s she repeated aga�n and aga�n through four closely wr�tten
pages, �n words of unvary�ng �mport, w�thout the sl�ghtest word of
excuse for herself, w�thout even attempt�ng to expla�n what had
happened. There was no ment�on of the ch�ld, noth�ng but an
�nf�n�tely mournful and tender farewell.

The letter produced a profound �mpress�on upon Maur�ce, to whom
h�s cous�n had once �mparted the whole story. He ra�sed h�s eyes
and saw that Honoré was weep�ng; he embraced h�m l�ke a brother.

“My poor Honoré.”



But the sergeant qu�ckly got the better of h�s emot�on. He carefully
restored the letter to �ts place over h�s heart and rebuttoned h�s
jacket.

“Yes, those are th�ngs that a man does not forget. Ah! the
scoundrel, �f I could but have la�d hands on h�m! But we shall see.”

The bugles were sound�ng the s�gnal to prepare for break�ng
camp, and each had to hurry away to rejo�n h�s command. The
preparat�ons for departure dragged, however, and the troops had to
stand wa�t�ng �n heavy march�ng order unt�l nearly n�ne o’clock. A
feel�ng of hes�tancy seemed to have taken possess�on of the�r
leaders; there was not the resolute alacr�ty of the f�rst two days,
when the 7th corps had accompl�shed forty m�les �n two marches.
Strange and alarm�ng news, moreover, had been c�rculat�ng through
the camp s�nce morn�ng, that the three other corps were march�ng
northward, the 1st at Jun�v�lle, the 5th and 12th at Rethel, and th�s
dev�at�on from the�r route was accounted for on the ground of the
necess�t�es of the comm�ssar�at. Montmedy had ceased to be the�r
object�ve, then? why were they thus �dl�ng away the�r t�me aga�n?
What was most alarm�ng of all was that the Pruss�ans could not now
be far away, for the off�cers had caut�oned the�r men not to fall
beh�nd the column, as all stragglers were l�able to be p�cked up by
the enemy’s l�ght cavalry. It was the 25th of August, and Maur�ce,
when he subsequently recalled to m�nd Gol�ah’s d�sappearance, was
certa�n that the man had been �nstrumental �n afford�ng the German
staff exact �nformat�on as to the movements of the army of Châlons,
and thus produc�ng the change of front of the�r th�rd army. The
succeed�ng morn�ng the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a left Rev�gny and
the great maneuver was �n�t�ated, that g�gant�c movement by the
flank, surround�ng and enmesh�ng us by a ser�es of forced marches
conducted �n the most adm�rable order through Champagne and the
Ardennes. Wh�le the French were stumbl�ng a�mlessly about the
country, osc�llat�ng uncerta�nly between one place and another, the
Pruss�ans were mak�ng the�r twenty m�les a day and more, gradually
contract�ng the�r �mmense c�rcle of beaters upon the band of men
whom they held w�th�n the�r to�ls, and dr�v�ng the�r prey onward
toward the forests of the front�er.



A start was f�nally made, and the result of the day’s movement
showed that the army was p�vot�ng on �ts left; the 7th corps only
traversed the two short leagues between Contreuve and Vouz�ers,
wh�le the 5th and 12th corps d�d not st�r from Rethel, and the 1st
went no farther than Att�gny. Between Contreuve and the valley of
the A�sne the country became level aga�n and was more bare than
ever; as they drew near to Vouz�ers the road wound among desolate
h�lls and naked gray f�elds, w�thout a tree, w�thout a house, as
gloomy and forb�dd�ng as a desert, and the day’s march, short as �t
was, was accompl�shed w�th such fat�gue and d�stress that �t seemed
�nterm�nably long. Soon after m�dday, however, the 1st and 3d
d�v�s�ons had passed through the c�ty and encamped �n the
meadows on the farther bank of the A�sne, wh�le a br�gade of the
second, wh�ch �ncluded the 106th, had rema�ned upon the left bank,
b�vouack�ng among the waste lands of wh�ch the low foot-h�lls
overlooked the valley, observ�ng from the�r pos�t�on the Montho�s
road, wh�ch sk�rts the stream and by wh�ch the enemy was expected
to make h�s appearance.

And Maur�ce was dumfoundered to behold advanc�ng along that
Montho�s road Marguer�tte’s ent�re d�v�s�on, the body of cavalry to
wh�ch had been ass�gned the duty of support�ng the 7th corps and
watch�ng the left flank of the army. The report was that �t was on �ts
way to Chêne-Populeux. Why was the left w�ng, where alone they
were threatened by the enemy, str�pped �n that manner? What sense
was there �n summon�ng �n upon the center, where they could be of
no earthly use, those two thousand horsemen, who should have
been d�spersed upon our flank, leagues away, as v�dettes to observe
the enemy? And what made matters worse was that they caused the
greatest confus�on among the columns of the 7th corps, cutt�ng �n
upon the�r l�ne of march and produc�ng an �nextr�cable jam of horses,
guns, and men. A squadron of chasseurs d’Afr�que were halted for
near two hours at the gate of Vouz�ers, and by the merest chance
Maur�ce stumbled on Prosper, who had r�dden h�s horse down to the
bank of a ne�ghbor�ng pond to let h�m dr�nk, and the two men were
enabled to exchange a few words. The chasseur appeared stunned,
dazed, knew noth�ng and had seen noth�ng s�nce they left Rhe�ms;
yes, though, he had: he had seen two uhlans more; oh! but they



were w�ll o’ the w�sps, phantoms, they were, that appeared and
van�shed, and no one could tell whence they came nor wh�ther they
went. The�r fame had spread, and stor�es of them were already r�fe
throughout the country, such, for �nstance, as that of four uhlans
gallop�ng �nto a town w�th drawn revolvers and tak�ng possess�on of
�t, when the corps to wh�ch they belonged was a dozen m�les away.
They were everywhere, preced�ng the columns l�ke a buzz�ng,
st�ng�ng swarm of bees, a l�v�ng curta�n, beh�nd wh�ch the �nfantry
could mask the�r movements and march and countermarch as
securely as �f they were at home upon parade. And Maur�ce’s heart
sank �n h�s bosom as he looked at the road, crowded w�th chasseurs
and hussars wh�ch our leaders put to such poor use.

“Well, then, au revo�r,” sa�d he, shak�ng Prosper by the hand;
“perhaps they w�ll f�nd someth�ng for you to do down yonder, after
all.”

But the chasseur appeared d�sgusted w�th the task ass�gned h�m.
He sadly stroked Poulet’s neck and answered:

“Ah, what’s the use talk�ng! they k�ll our horses and let us rot �n
�dleness. It �s s�cken�ng.”

When Maur�ce took off h�s shoe that even�ng to have a look at h�s
foot, wh�ch was ach�ng and throbb�ng fever�shly, the sk�n came w�th
�t; the blood spurted forth and he uttered a cry of pa�n. Jean was
stand�ng by, and exh�b�ted much p�ty and concern.

“Look here, that �s becom�ng ser�ous; you are go�ng to l�e r�ght
down and not attempt to move. That foot of yours must be attended
to. Let me see �t.”

He knelt down, washed the sore w�th h�s own hands and bound �t
up w�th some clean l�nen that he took from h�s knapsack. He
d�splayed the gentleness of a woman and the deftness of a surgeon,
whose b�g f�ngers can be so pl�ant when necess�ty requ�res �t.

A great wave of tenderness swept over Maur�ce, h�s eyes were
d�mmed w�th tears, the fam�l�ar thou rose from h�s heart to h�s l�ps
w�th an �rres�st�ble �mpulse of affect�on, as �f �n that peasant whom he
once had hated and abhorred, whom only yesterday he had
desp�sed, he had d�scovered a long lost brother.



“Thou art a good fellow, thou! Thanks, good fr�end.”
And Jean, too, look�ng very happy, dropped �nto the second

person s�ngular, w�th h�s tranqu�l sm�le.
“Now, my l�ttle one, w�lt thou have a c�garette? I have some

tobacco left.”



V.

On the morn�ng of the follow�ng day, the 26th, Maur�ce arose w�th
st�ffened l�mbs and an ach�ng back, the result of h�s n�ght under the
tent. He was not accustomed yet to sleep�ng on the bare ground;
orders had been g�ven before the men turned �n that they were not to
remove the�r shoes, and dur�ng the n�ght the sergeants had gone the
rounds, feel�ng �n the darkness to see �f all were properly shod and
ga�tered, so that h�s foot was much �nflamed and very pa�nful. In
add�t�on to h�s other troubles he had �mprudently stretched h�s legs
outs�de the canvas to rel�eve the�r cramped feel�ng and taken cold �n
them.

Jean sa�d as soon as he set eyes on h�m:
“If we are to do any march�ng to-day, my lad, you had better see

the surgeon and get h�m to g�ve you a place �n one of the wagons.”
But no one seemed to know what were the plans for the day, and

the most confl�ct�ng reports preva�led. It appeared for a moment as �f
they were about to resume the�r march; the tents were struck and the
ent�re corps took the road and passed through Vouz�ers, leav�ng on
the r�ght bank of the A�sne only one br�gade of the second d�v�s�on,
apparently to cont�nue the observat�on of the Montho�s road; but all
at once, as soon as they had put the town beh�nd them and were on
the left bank of the stream, they halted and stacked muskets �n the
f�elds and meadows that sk�rt the Grand-Pré road on e�ther hand,
and the departure of the 4th hussars, who just then moved off on
that road at a sharp trot, afforded fresh food for conjecture.

“If we are to rema�n here I shall stay w�th you,” declared Maur�ce,
who was not attracted by the prospect of r�d�ng �n an ambulance.



It soon became known that they were to occupy the�r present
camp unt�l General Douay could obta�n def�n�te �nformat�on as to the
movements of the enemy. The general had been harassed by an
�ntense and constantly �ncreas�ng anx�ety s�nce the day before, when
he had seen Marguer�tte’s d�v�s�on mov�ng toward Chêne, for he
knew that h�s flank was uncovered, that there was not a man to
watch the passes of the Argonne, and that he was l�able to be
attacked at any moment. Therefore he had sent out the 4th hussars
to reconno�ter the country as far as the def�les of Grand-Pré and
Cro�x-aux-Bo�s, w�th str�ct orders not to return w�thout �ntell�gence.

There had been an �ssue of bread, meat, and forage the day
before, thanks to the eff�c�ent mayor of Vouz�ers, and about ten
o’clock that morn�ng perm�ss�on had been granted the men to make
soup, �n the fear that they m�ght not soon aga�n have so good an
opportun�ty, when another movement of troops, the departure of
Bordas’ br�gade over the road taken by the hussars, set all tongues
wagg�ng afresh. What! were they go�ng to march aga�n? were they
not to be g�ven a chance to eat the�r breakfast �n peace, now that the
kettle was on the f�re? But the off�cers expla�ned that Bordas’ br�gade
had only been sent to occupy Buzancy, a few k�lometers from there.
There were others, �ndeed, who asserted that the hussars had
encountered a strong force of the enemy’s cavalry and that the
br�gade had been d�spatched to help them out of the�r d�ff�culty.

Maur�ce enjoyed a few hours of del�c�ous repose. He had thrown
h�mself on the ground �n a f�eld half way up the h�ll where the
reg�ment had halted, and �n a drowsy state between sleep�ng and
wak�ng was contemplat�ng the verdant valley of the A�sne, the
sm�l�ng meadows dotted w�th clumps of trees, among wh�ch the l�ttle
stream wound laz�ly. Before h�m and clos�ng the valley �n that
d�rect�on lay Vouz�ers, an amph�theater of roofs r�s�ng one above
another and overtopped by the church w�th �ts slender sp�re and
dome-crowned tower. Below h�m, near the br�dge, smoke was curl�ng
upward from the tall ch�mneys of the tanner�es, wh�le farther away a
great m�ll d�splayed �ts flour-wh�tened bu�ld�ngs among the fresh
verdure of the growths that l�ned the waters�de. The l�ttle town that
lay there, bound�ng h�s hor�zon, h�dden among the stately trees,
appeared to h�m to possess a gentle charm; �t brought h�m memor�es



of boyhood, of the journeys that he had made to Vouz�ers �n other
days, when he had l�ved at Chêne, the v�llage where he was born.
For an hour he was obl�v�ous of the outer world.

The soup had long s�nce been made and eaten and everyone was
wa�t�ng to see what would happen next, when, about half-past two
o’clock, the smolder�ng exc�tement began to ga�n strength, and soon
pervaded the ent�re camp. Hurr�ed orders came to abandon the
meadows, and the troops ascended a l�ne of h�lls between two
v�llages, Chestres and Fala�se, some two or three m�les apart, and
took pos�t�on there. Already the eng�neers were at work d�gg�ng r�fle-
p�ts and throw�ng up epaulments; wh�le over to the left the art�llery
had occup�ed the summ�t of a rounded em�nence. The rumor spread
that General Bordas had sent �n a cour�er to announce that he had
encountered the enemy �n force at Grand-Pré and had been
compelled to fall back on Buzancy, wh�ch gave cause to apprehend
that he m�ght soon be cut off from retreat on Vouz�ers. For these
reasons, the commander of the 7th corps, bel�ev�ng an attack to be
�mm�nent, had placed h�s men �n pos�t�on to susta�n the f�rst onset
unt�l the rema�nder of the army should have t�me to come to h�s
ass�stance, and had started off one of h�s a�des-de-camp w�th a letter
to the marshal, appr�s�ng h�m of the danger, and ask�ng h�m for re-
enforcements. Fear�ng for the safety of the subs�stence tra�n, wh�ch
had come up w�th the corps dur�ng the n�ght and was aga�n dragg�ng
�ts �nterm�nable length �n the rear, he summar�ly sent �t to the r�ght
about and d�rected �t to make the best of �ts way to Chagny. Th�ngs
were beg�nn�ng to look l�ke f�ght.

“So, �t looks l�ke bus�ness th�s t�me—eh, L�eutenant?” Maur�ce
ventured to ask Rochas.

“Yes, thank goodness,” repl�ed the L�eutenant, h�s long arms go�ng
l�ke w�ndm�lls. “Wa�t a l�ttle; you’ll f�nd �t warm enough!”

The sold�ers were all del�ghted; the an�mat�on �n the camp was st�ll
more pronounced. A fever�sh �mpat�ence had taken possess�on of
the men, now that they were actually �n l�ne of battle between
Chestres and Fala�se. At last they were to have a s�ght of those
Pruss�ans who, �f the newspapers were to be bel�eved, were
knocked up by the�r long marches, dec�mated by s�ckness, starv�ng,



and �n rags, and every man’s heart beat h�gh w�th the prospect of
ann�h�lat�ng them at a s�ngle blow.

“We are lucky to come across them aga�n,” sa�d Jean. “They’ve
been play�ng h�de-and-seek about long enough s�nce they sl�pped
through our f�ngers after the�r battle down yonder on the front�er. But
are these the same troops that wh�pped MacMahon, I wonder?”

Maur�ce could not answer h�s quest�on w�th any degree of
certa�nty. It seemed to h�m hardly probable, �n v�ew of what he had
read �n the newspapers at Rhe�ms, that the th�rd army, commanded
by the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a, could be at Vouz�ers, when, only two
days before, �t was just on the po�nt of go�ng �nto camp at V�try-le-
Franco�s. There had been some talk of a fourth army, under the
Pr�nce of Saxony, wh�ch was to operate on the l�ne of the Meuse; th�s
was doubtless the one that was now before them, although the�r
prompt�tude �n occupy�ng Grand-Pré was a matter of surpr�se,
cons�der�ng the d�stances. But what put the f�n�sh�ng touch to the
confus�on of h�s �deas was h�s stupefact�on to hear General
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles ask a countryman �f the Meuse d�d not flow
past Buzancy, and �f the br�dges there were strong. The general
announced, moreover, �n the conf�dence of h�s subl�me �gnorance,
that a column of one hundred thousand men was on the way from
Grand-Pré to attack them, wh�le another, of s�xty thousand, was
com�ng up by the way of Sa�nte-Menehould.

“How’s your foot, Maur�ce?” asked Jean.
“It don’t hurt now,” the other laugh�ngly repl�ed. “If there �s to be a

f�ght, I th�nk �t w�ll be qu�te well.”
It was true; h�s nervous exc�tement was so great that he was

hardly consc�ous of the ground on wh�ch he trod. To th�nk that �n the
whole campa�gn he had not yet burned powder! He had gone forth to
the front�er, he had endured the agony of that terr�ble n�ght of
expectat�on before Mülhausen, and had not seen a Pruss�an, had
not f�red a shot; then he had retreated w�th the rest to Belfort, to
Rhe�ms, had now been march�ng f�ve days try�ng to f�nd the enemy,
and h�s useless chassepot was as clean as the day �t left the shop,
w�thout the least smell of smoke on �t. He felt an ach�ng des�re to
d�scharge h�s p�ece once, �f no more, to rel�eve the tens�on of h�s



nerves. S�nce the day, near s�x weeks ago, when he had enl�sted �n
a f�t of enthus�asm, suppos�ng that he would surely have to face the
foe �n a day or two, all that he had done had been to tramp up and
down the country on h�s poor, sore feet—the feet of a man who had
l�ved �n luxury, far from the battle-f�eld; and so, among all those
�mpat�ent watchers, there was none who watched more �mpat�ently
than he the Grand-Pré road, extend�ng stra�ght away to a seem�ngly
�nf�n�te d�stance between two rows of handsome trees. Beneath h�m
was unrolled the panorama of the valley; the A�sne was, l�ke a s�lver
r�bbon, flow�ng between �ts w�llows and poplars, and ever h�s gaze
returned, sol�c�ted by an �rres�st�ble attract�on, to that road down
yonder that stretched away, far as the eye could see, to the hor�zon.

About four o’clock the 4th hussars returned, hav�ng made a w�de
c�rcu�t �n the country round about, and stor�es, wh�ch grew as they
were repeated, began to c�rculate of confl�cts w�th uhlans, tend�ng to
conf�rm the conf�dent bel�ef wh�ch everyone had that an attack was
�mm�nent. Two hours later a cour�er came gallop�ng �n, breathless
w�th terror, to announce that General Bordas had pos�t�ve �nformat�on
that the enemy were on the Vouz�ers road, and dared not leave
Grand-Pré. It was ev�dent that that could not be true, s�nce the
cour�er had just passed over the road unharmed, but no one could
tell at what moment �t m�ght be the case, and General Dumont,
command�ng the d�v�s�on, set out at once w�th h�s rema�n�ng br�gade
to br�ng off h�s other br�gade that was �n d�ff�culty. The sun went down
beh�nd Vouz�ers and the roofs of the town were sharply prof�led �n
black aga�nst a great red cloud. For a long t�me the br�gade was
v�s�ble as �t receded between the double row of trees, unt�l f�nally �t
was swallowed up �n the gather�ng darkness.

Colonel de V�neu�l came to look after h�s reg�ment’s pos�t�on for
the n�ght. He was surpr�sed not to f�nd Capta�n Beaudo�n at h�s post,
and as that off�cer just then chanced to come �n from Vouz�ers,
where he alleged �n excuse for h�s absence that he had been
breakfast�ng w�th the Baronne de Lad�court, he rece�ved a sharp
repr�mand, wh�ch he d�gested �n s�lence, w�th the r�g�d manner of a
mart�net consc�ous of be�ng �n the wrong.



“My ch�ldren,” sa�d the Colonel, as he passed along the l�ne of
men, “we shall probably be attacked to-n�ght, or �f not, then by day-
break to-morrow morn�ng at the latest. Be prepared, and remember
that the 106th has never retreated before the enemy.”

The l�ttle speech was rece�ved w�th loud hurrahs; everyone, �n the
preva�l�ng suspense and d�scouragement, preferred to “take the w�pe
of the d�sh-clout” and have done w�th �t. R�fles were exam�ned to see
that they were �n good order, belts were ref�lled w�th cartr�dges. As
they had eaten the�r soup that morn�ng, the men were obl�ged to
content themselves w�th b�scu�ts and coffee. An order was
promulgated that there was to be no sleep�ng. The grand-guards
were out nearly a m�le to the front, and a cha�n of sent�nels at
frequent �ntervals extended down to the A�sne. The off�cers were
seated �n l�ttle groups about the camp-f�res, and bes�de a low wall at
the left of the road the f�tful blaze occas�onally flared up and rescued
from the darkness the gold embro�der�es and bed�zened un�forms of
the Commander-�n-Ch�ef and h�s staff, fl�tt�ng to and fro l�ke
phantoms, watch�ng the road and l�sten�ng for the tramp of horses �n
the mortal anx�ety they were �n as to the fate of the th�rd d�v�s�on.

It was about one o’clock �n the morn�ng when �t came Maur�ce’s
turn to take h�s post as sentry at the edge of an orchard of plum-
trees, between the road and the r�ver. The n�ght was black as �nk,
and as soon as h�s comrades left h�m and he found h�mself alone �n
the deep s�lence of the sleep�ng f�elds he was consc�ous of a
sensat�on of fear creep�ng over h�m, a feel�ng of abject terror such as
he had never known before and wh�ch he trembled w�th rage and
shame at h�s �nab�l�ty to conquer. He turned h�s head to cheer
h�mself by a s�ght of the camp-f�res, but they were h�dden from h�m
by a wood; there was naught beh�nd h�m but an unfathomable sea of
blackness; all that he could d�scern was a few d�stant l�ghts st�ll d�mly
burn�ng �n Vouz�ers, where the �nhab�tants, doubtless forewarned
and trembl�ng at the thought of the �mpend�ng combat, were keep�ng
anx�ous v�g�l. H�s terror was �ncreased, �f that were poss�ble, on
br�ng�ng h�s p�ece to h�s shoulder to f�nd that he could not even
d�st�ngu�sh the s�ghts on �t. Then commenced a per�od of suspense
that tr�ed h�s nerves most cruelly; every faculty of h�s be�ng was
stra�ned and concentrated �n the one sense of hear�ng; sounds so



fa�nt as to be �mpercept�ble reverberated �n h�s ears l�ke the crash of
thunder; the plash of a d�stant waterfall, the rustl�ng of a leaf, the
movement of an �nsect �n the grass, were l�ke the boom�ng of
art�llery. Was that the tramp of cavalry, the deep rumbl�ng of gun-
carr�ages dr�ven at speed, that he heard down there to the r�ght? And
there on h�s left, what was that? was �t not the sound of stealthy
wh�spers, st�fled vo�ces, a party creep�ng up to surpr�se h�m under
cover of the darkness? Three t�mes he was on the po�nt of g�v�ng the
alarm by f�r�ng h�s p�ece. The fear that he m�ght be m�staken and
�ncur the r�d�cule of h�s comrades served to �ntens�fy h�s d�stress. He
had kneeled upon the ground, support�ng h�s left shoulder aga�nst a
tree; �t seemed to h�m that he had been occupy�ng that pos�t�on for
hours, that they had forgotten h�m there, that the army had moved
away w�thout h�m. Then suddenly, at once, h�s fear left h�m; upon the
road, that he knew was not two hundred yards away, he d�st�nctly
heard the cadenced tramp of march�ng men. Immed�ately �t flashed
across h�s m�nd as a certa�nty that they were the troops from Grand-
Pré, whose com�ng had been awa�ted w�th such anx�ety—General
Dumont br�ng�ng �n Bordas’ br�gade. At that same moment the
corporal of the guard came along w�th the rel�ef; he had been on post
a l�ttle less than the customary hour.

He had been r�ght; �t was the 3d d�v�s�on return�ng to camp.
Everyone felt a sensat�on of deep rel�ef. Increased precaut�ons were
taken, nevertheless, for what fresh �ntell�gence they rece�ved tended
to conf�rm what they supposed they already knew of the enemy’s
approach. A few uhlans, forb�dd�ng look�ng fellows �n the�r long black
cloaks, were brought �n as pr�soners, but they were
uncommun�cat�ve, and so dayl�ght came at last, the pale, ghastly
l�ght of a ra�ny morn�ng, br�ng�ng w�th �t no allev�at�on of the�r terr�ble
suspense. No one had dared to close an eye dur�ng that long n�ght.
About seven o’clock L�eutenant Rochas aff�rmed that MacMahon
was com�ng up w�th the whole army. The truth of the matter was that
General Douay, �n reply to h�s d�spatch of the preced�ng day
announc�ng that a battle at Vouz�ers was �nev�table, had rece�ved a
letter from the marshal enjo�n�ng h�m to hold the pos�t�on unt�l re-
enforcements could reach h�m; the forward movement had been
arrested; the 1st corps was be�ng d�rected on Terron, the 5th on



Buzancy, wh�le the 12th was to rema�n at Chêne and const�tute our
second l�ne. Then the suspense became more breathless st�ll; �t was
to be no mere sk�rm�sh that the peaceful valley of the A�sne was to
w�tness that day, but a great battle, �n wh�ch would part�c�pate the
ent�re army, that was even now turn�ng �ts back upon the Meuse and
march�ng southward; and there was no mak�ng of soup, the men had
to content themselves w�th coffee and hard-tack, for everyone was
say�ng, w�thout troubl�ng h�mself to ask why, that the “w�pe of the
d�sh-clout” was set down for m�dday. An a�de-de-camp had been
d�spatched to the marshal to urge h�m to hurry forward the�r
supports, as �ntell�gence rece�ved from every quarter made �t more
and more certa�n that the two Pruss�an arm�es were close at hand,
and three hours later st�ll another off�cer galloped off l�ke mad toward
Chêne, where general headquarters were located, w�th a request for
�nstruct�ons, for consternat�on had r�sen to a h�gher p�tch then ever
w�th the rece�pt of fresh t�d�ngs from the ma�re of a country
commune, who told of hav�ng seen a hundred thousand men at
Grand-Pré, wh�le another hundred thousand were advanc�ng by way
of Buzancy.

M�dday came, and not a s�gn of the Pruss�ans. At one o’clock, at
two, �t was the same, and a react�on of lass�tude and doubt began to
preva�l among the troops. Der�s�ve jeers were heard at the expense
of the generals: perhaps they had seen the�r shadow on the wall;
they should be presented w�th a pa�r of spectacles. A pretty set of
humbugs they were, to have caused all that trouble for noth�ng! A
fellow who passed for a w�t among h�s comrades shouted:

“It �s l�ke �t was down there at Mülhausen, eh?”
The words recalled to Maur�ce’s m�nd a flood of b�tter memor�es.

He thought of that �d�ot�c fl�ght, that pan�c that had swept away the
7th corps when there was not a German v�s�ble, nor w�th�n ten
leagues of where they were, and now he had a d�st�nct certa�nty that
they were to have a renewal of that exper�ence. It was pla�n that �f
twenty-four hours had elapsed s�nce the sk�rm�sh at Grand-Pré and
they had not been attacked, the reason was that the 4th hussars had
merely struck up aga�nst a reconno�ter�ng body of cavalry; the ma�n
body of the Pruss�ans must be far away, probably a day’s march or



two. Then the thought suddenly struck h�m of the t�me they had
wasted, and �t terr�f�ed h�m; �n three days they had only
accompl�shed the d�stance from Contreuve to Vouz�ers, a scant two
leagues. On the 25th the other corps, alleg�ng scarc�ty of suppl�es,
had d�verted the�r course to the north, wh�le now, on the 27th, here
they were com�ng southward aga�n to f�ght a battle w�th an �nv�s�ble
enemy. Bordas’ br�gade had followed the 4th hussars �nto the
abandoned passes of the Argonne, and was supposed to have got
�tself �nto trouble; the d�v�s�on had gone to �ts ass�stance, and that
had been succeeded by the corps, and that by the ent�re army, and
all those movements had amounted to noth�ng. Maur�ce trembled as
he reflected how pr�celessly valuable was every hour, every m�nute,
�n that mad project of jo�n�ng forces w�th Baza�ne, a project that could
be carr�ed to a successful �ssue only by an off�cer of gen�us, w�th
seasoned troops under h�m, who should press forward to h�s end
w�th the res�stless energy of a wh�rlw�nd, crush�ng every obstacle
that lay �n h�s path.

“It �s all up w�th us!” sa�d he, as the whole truth flashed through h�s
m�nd, to Jean, who had g�ven way to despa�r. Then as the corporal,
fa�l�ng to catch h�s mean�ng, looked at h�m wonder�ngly, he went on
�n an undertone, for h�s fr�end’s ear alone, to speak of the�r
commanders:

“They mean well, but they have no sense, that’s certa�n—and no
luck! They know noth�ng; they foresee noth�ng; they have ne�ther
plans nor �deas, nor happy �ntu�t�ons. Allons! everyth�ng �s aga�nst
us; �t �s all up!”

And by slow degrees that same feel�ng of d�scouragement that
Maur�ce had arr�ved at by a process of reason�ng settled down upon
the denser �ntellects of the troops who lay there �nact�ve, anx�ously
awa�t�ng to see what the end would be. D�strust, as a result of the�r
truer percept�on of the pos�t�on they were �n, was obscurely
burrow�ng �n those darkened m�nds, and there was no man so
�gnorant as not to feel a sense of �njury at the �gnorance and
�rresolut�on of the�r leaders, although he m�ght not have been able to
express �n d�st�nct terms the causes of h�s exasperat�on. In the name
of Heaven, what were they do�ng there, s�nce the Pruss�ans had not



shown themselves? e�ther let them f�ght and have �t over w�th, or
else go off to some place where they could get some sleep; they had
had enough of that k�nd of work. S�nce the departure of the second
a�de-de-camp, who had been d�spatched �n quest of orders, th�s
feel�ng of unrest had been �ncreas�ng momentar�ly; men collected �n
groups, talk�ng loudly and d�scuss�ng the s�tuat�on pro and con, and
the general �nqu�etude commun�cat�ng �tself to the off�cers, they
knew not what answer to make to those of the�r men who ventured to
quest�on them. They ought to be march�ng, �t would not answer to
dawdle thus; and so, when �t became known about f�ve o’clock that
the a�de-de-camp had returned and that they were to retreat, there
was a s�gh of rel�ef throughout the camp and every heart was l�ghter.

It seemed that the w�ser counsel was to preva�l, then, after all! The
Emperor and MacMahon had never looked w�th favor on the
movement toward Montmedy, and now, alarmed to learn that they
were aga�n out-marched and out-maneuvered, and that they were to
have the army of the Pr�nce of Saxony as well as that of the Crown
Pr�nce to contend w�th, they had renounced the hazardous scheme
of un�t�ng the�r forces w�th Baza�ne, and would retreat through the
northern strongholds w�th a v�ew to fall�ng back ult�mately on Par�s.
The 7th corps’ dest�nat�on would be Chagny, by way of Chêne, wh�le
the 5th corps would be d�rected on Po�x, and the 1st and 12th on
Vendresse. But why, s�nce they were about to fall back, had they
advanced to the l�ne of the A�sne? Why all that waste of t�me and
labor, when �t would have been so easy and so rat�onal to move
stra�ght from Rhe�ms and occupy the strong pos�t�ons �n the valley of
the Marne? Was there no gu�d�ng m�nd, no m�l�tary talent, no
common sense? But there should be no more quest�on�ng; all should
be forg�ven, �n the un�versal joy at the adopt�on of that em�nently
w�se counsel, wh�ch was the only means at the�r command of
extr�cat�ng themselves from the hornets’ nest �nto wh�ch they had
rushed so �mprudently. All, off�cers and men, felt that they would be
the stronger for the retrograde movement, that under the walls of
Par�s they would be �nv�nc�ble, and that there �t was that the
Pruss�ans would susta�n the�r �nev�table defeat. But Vouz�ers must be
evacuated before daybreak, and they must be well on the road to
Chêne before the enemy should learn of the movement, and



forthw�th the camp presented a scene of the greatest an�mat�on:
trumpets sound�ng, off�cers hasten�ng to and fro w�th orders, wh�le
the baggage and quartermaster’s tra�ns, �n order not to encumber
the rear-guard, were sent forward �n advance.

Maur�ce was del�ghted. As he was endeavor�ng to expla�n to Jean
the rat�onale of the �mpend�ng movement, however, a cry of pa�n
escaped h�m; h�s exc�tement had subs�ded, and he was aga�n
consc�ous of h�s foot, ach�ng and burn�ng as �f �t had been a ball of
red-hot metal.

“What’s the matter? �s �t hurt�ng you aga�n?” the corporal asked
sympath�z�ngly. And w�th h�s calm and sens�ble resourcefulness he
sa�d: “See here, l�ttle one, you told me yesterday that you have
acqua�ntances �n the town, yonder. You ought to get perm�ss�on from
the major and f�nd some one to dr�ve you over to Chêne, where you
could have a good n�ght’s rest �n a comfortable bed. We can p�ck you
up as we go by to-morrow �f you are f�t to march. What do you say to
that, he�n?”

In Fala�se, the v�llage near wh�ch the camp was p�tched, Maur�ce
had come across a small farmer, an old fr�end of h�s father’s, who
was about to dr�ve h�s daughter over to Chêne to v�s�t an aunt �n that
town, and the horse was even then stand�ng wa�t�ng, h�tched to a
l�ght carr�ole. The prospect was far from encourag�ng, however,
when he broached the subject to Major Bouroche.

“I have a sore foot, mons�eur the doctor—”
Bouroche, w�th a savage shake of h�s b�g head w�th �ts leon�ne

mane, turned on h�m w�th a roar:
“I am not mons�eur the doctor; who taught you manners?”
And when Maur�ce, taken all aback, made a stammer�ng attempt

to excuse h�mself, he cont�nued:
“Address me as major, do you hear, you great oaf!”
He must have seen that he had not one of the common herd to

deal w�th and felt a l�ttle ashamed of h�mself; he carr�ed �t off w�th a
d�splay of more roughness.

“All a cock-and-bull story, that sore foot of yours!—Yes, yes; you
may go. Go �n a carr�age, go �n a balloon, �f you choose. We have



too many of you mal�ngerers �n the army!”
When Jean ass�sted Maur�ce �nto the carr�ole the latter turned to

thank h�m, whereon the two men fell �nto each other’s arms and
embraced as �f they were never to meet aga�n. Who could tell, am�d
the confus�on and d�sorder of the retreat, w�th those bloody
Pruss�ans on the�r track? Maur�ce could not tell how �t was that there
was already such a tender affect�on between h�m and the young
man, and tw�ce he turned to wave h�m a farewell. As he left the camp
they were prepar�ng to l�ght great f�res �n order to m�slead the enemy
when they should steal away, �n deepest s�lence, before the dawn of
day.

As they jogged along the farmer bewa�led the terr�ble t�mes
through wh�ch they were pass�ng. He had lacked the courage to
rema�n at Fala�se, and already was regrett�ng that he had left �t,
declar�ng that �f the Pruss�ans burned h�s house �t would ru�n h�m.
H�s daughter, a tall, pale young woman, wept cop�ously. But Maur�ce
was l�ke a dead man for want of sleep, and had no ears for the
farmer’s lamentat�ons; he slumbered peacefully, soothed by the easy
mot�on of the veh�cle, wh�ch the l�ttle horse trundled over the ground
at such a good round pace that �t took them less than an hour and a
half to accompl�sh the four leagues between Vouz�ers and Chêne. It
was not qu�te seven o’clock and scarcely beg�nn�ng to be dark when
the young man rubbed h�s eyes and al�ghted �n a rather dazed
cond�t�on on the publ�c square, near the br�dge over the canal, �n
front of the modest house where he was born and had passed
twenty years of h�s l�fe. He got down there �n obed�ence to an
�nvoluntary �mpulse, although the house had been sold e�ghteen
months before to a veter�nary surgeon, and �n reply to the farmer’s
quest�ons sa�d that he knew qu�te well where he was go�ng, add�ng
that he was a thousand t�mes obl�ged to h�m for h�s k�ndness.

He cont�nued to stand stock-st�ll, however, bes�de the well �n the
m�ddle of the l�ttle tr�angular place; he was as �f stunned; h�s memory
was a blank. Where had he �ntended to go? and suddenly h�s w�ts
returned to h�m and he remembered that �t was to the notary’s,
whose house was next door to h�s father’s, and whose mother,
Madame Desvall�ères, an aged and most excellent lady, had petted



h�m when he was an urch�n on account of the�r be�ng ne�ghbors. But
he hardly recogn�zed Chêne �n the m�dst of the hurly-burly and
confus�on �nto wh�ch the l�ttle town, ord�nar�ly so dead, was thrown by
the presence of an army corps encamped at �ts gates and f�ll�ng �ts
qu�et streets w�th off�cers, cour�ers, sold�ers, and camp-followers and
stragglers of every descr�pt�on. The canal was there as of old,
pass�ng through the town from end to end and b�sect�ng the market-
place �n the center �nto two equal-s�zed tr�angles connected by a
narrow stone br�dge; and there, on the other bank, was the old
market w�th �ts moss-grown roofs, and the Rue Berond lead�ng away
to the left and the Sedan road to the r�ght, but f�ll�ng the Rue de
Vouz�ers �n front of h�m and extend�ng as far as the Hôtel de V�lle
was such a compact, swarm�ng, buzz�ng crowd that he was obl�ged
to ra�se h�s eyes and take a look over the roof of the notary’s house
at the slate-covered bell tower �n order to assure h�mself that that
was the qu�et spot where he had played hop-scotch when he was a
youngster. There seemed to be an effort mak�ng to clear the square;
some men were roughly crowd�ng back the throng of �dlers and
gazers, and look�ng more closely he was surpr�sed to see, parked
l�ke the guns of a battery, a collect�on of vans, baggage-wagons, and
carr�ages open and closed; a m�scellaneous assortment of traps that
he had certa�nly set eyes on before.

It was dayl�ght st�ll; the sun had just sunk �n the canal at the po�nt
where �t van�shed �n the hor�zon and the long, stra�ght stretch of
water was l�ke a sea of blood, and Maur�ce was try�ng to make up h�s
m�nd what to do when a woman who stood near stared at h�m a
moment and then excla�med:

“Why goodness grac�ous, �s �t poss�ble! Are you the Levasseur
boy?”

And thereon he recogn�zed Madame Combette, the w�fe of the
drugg�st, whose shop was on the market-place. As he was try�ng to
expla�n to her that he was go�ng to ask good Madame Desvall�ères
to g�ve h�m a bed for the n�ght she exc�tedly hurr�ed h�m away.

“No, no; come to our house. I w�ll tell you why—” When they were
�n the shop and she had caut�ously closed the door she cont�nued:
“You could not know, my dear boy, that the Emperor �s at the



Desvall�ères. H�s off�cers took possess�on of the house �n h�s name
and the fam�ly are not any too well pleased w�th the great honor
done them, I can tell you. To th�nk that the poor old mother, a woman
more than seventy, was compelled to g�ve up her room and go up
and occupy a servant’s bed �n the garret! Look, there, on the place.
All that you see there �s the Emperor’s; those are h�s trunks, don’t
you see!”

And then Maur�ce remembered; they were the �mper�al carr�ages
and baggage-wagons, the ent�re magn�f�cent tra�n that he had seen
at Rhe�ms.

“Ah! my dear boy, �f you could but have seen the stuff they took
from them, the s�lver plate, and the bottles of w�ne, and the baskets
of good th�ngs, and the beaut�ful l�nen, and everyth�ng! I can’t help
wonder�ng where they f�nd room for such heaps of th�ngs, for the
house �s not a large one. Look, look! see what a f�re they have
l�ghted �n the k�tchen!”

He looked over at the small wh�te, two-stor�ed house that stood at
the corner of the market-place and the Rue de Vouz�ers, a
comfortable, unassum�ng house of bourgeo�s aspect; how well he
remembered �t, �ns�de and out, w�th �ts central hall and four rooms on
each floor; why, �t was as �f he had just left �t! There were l�ghts �n the
corner room on the f�rst floor overlook�ng the square; the
apothecary’s w�fe �nformed h�m that �t was the bedroom of the
Emperor. But the ch�ef center of act�v�ty seemed, as she had sa�d, to
be the k�tchen, the w�ndow of wh�ch opened on the Rue de Vouz�ers.
In all the�r l�ves the good people of Chêne had w�tnessed no such
spectacle, and the street before the house was f�lled w�th a gap�ng
crowd, constantly com�ng and go�ng, who stared w�th all the�r eyes at
the range on wh�ch was cook�ng the d�nner of an Emperor. To obta�n
a breath of a�r the cooks had thrown open the w�ndow to �ts full
extent. They were three �n number, �n jackets of resplendent
wh�teness, super�ntend�ng the roast�ng of ch�ckens �mpaled on a
huge sp�t, st�rr�ng the grav�es and sauces �n copper vessels that
shone l�ke gold. And the oldest �nhab�tant, evok�ng �n memory all the
c�v�c banquets that he had beheld at the S�lver L�on, could truthfully



declare that never at any one t�me had he seen so much wood
burn�ng and so much food cook�ng.

Combette, a bustl�ng, w�zened l�ttle man, came �n from the street �n
a great state of exc�tement from all that he had seen and heard. H�s
pos�t�on as deputy-mayor gave h�m fac�l�t�es for know�ng what was
go�ng on. It was about half-past three o’clock when MacMahon had
telegraphed Baza�ne that the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a was
approach�ng Châlons, thus necess�tat�ng the w�thdrawal of the army
to the places along the Belg�an front�er, and further d�spatches were
also �n preparat�on for the M�n�ster of War, adv�s�ng h�m of the
projected movement and expla�n�ng the terr�ble dangers of the�r
pos�t�on. It was uncerta�n whether or not the d�spatch for Baza�ne
would get through, for commun�cat�on w�th Metz had seemed to be
�nterrupted for the past few days, but the second d�spatch was
another and more ser�ous matter; and lower�ng h�s vo�ce almost to a
wh�sper the apothecary repeated the words that he had heard
uttered by an off�cer of rank: “If they get w�nd of th�s �n Par�s, our
goose �s cooked!” Everyone was aware of the unrelent�ng
pers�stency w�th wh�ch the Empress and the Counc�l of M�n�sters
urged the advance of the army. Moreover, the confus�on went on
�ncreas�ng from hour to hour, the most confl�ct�ng adv�ces were
cont�nually com�ng �n as to the whereabouts of the German forces.
Could �t be poss�ble that the Crown Pr�nce was at Châlons? What,
then, were the troops that the 7th corps had encountered among the
passes of the Argonne?

“They have no �nformat�on at staff headquarters,” cont�nued the
l�ttle drugg�st, ra�s�ng h�s arms above h�s head w�th a despa�r�ng
gesture. “Ah, what a mess we are �n! But all w�ll be well �f the army
retreats to-morrow.” Then, dropp�ng publ�c for pr�vate matters, the
k�nd-hearted man sa�d: “Look here, my young fr�end, I am go�ng to
see what I can do for that foot of yours; then we’ll g�ve you some
d�nner and put you to bed �n my apprent�ce’s l�ttle room, who has
cleared out.”

But Maur�ce was tormented by such an �tch�ng des�re for further
�ntell�gence that he could ne�ther eat nor sleep unt�l he had carr�ed
�nto execut�on h�s or�g�nal des�gn of pay�ng a v�s�t to h�s old fr�end,



Madame Desvall�ères, over the way. He was surpr�sed that he was
not halted at the door, wh�ch, �n the un�versal confus�on, had been
left w�de open, w�thout so much as a sentry to guard �t. People were
go�ng out and com�ng �n �ncessantly, m�l�tary men and off�cers of the
household, and the roar from the blaz�ng k�tchen seemed to r�se and
pervade the whole house. There was no l�ght �n the passage and on
the sta�rcase, however, and he had to grope h�s way up as best he
m�ght. On reach�ng the f�rst floor he paused for a few seconds, h�s
heart beat�ng v�olently, before the door of the apartment that he knew
conta�ned the Emperor, but not a sound was to be heard �n the room;
the st�llness that re�gned there was as of death. Mount�ng the last
fl�ght he presented h�mself at the door of the servant’s room to wh�ch
Madame Desvall�ères had been cons�gned; the old lady was at f�rst
terr�f�ed at s�ght of h�m. When she recogn�zed h�m presently she
sa�d:

“Ah, my poor ch�ld, what a sad meet�ng �s th�s! I would cheerfully
have surrendered my house to the Emperor, but the people he has
about h�m have no sense of decency. They lay hands on everyth�ng,
w�thout so much as say�ng, ‘By your leave,’ and I am afra�d they w�ll
burn the house down w�th the�r great f�res! He, poor man, looks l�ke a
corpse, and such sadness �n h�s face—”

And when the young man took leave of her w�th a few murmured
words of comfort she went w�th h�m to the door, and lean�ng over the
ban�ster: “Look!” she softly sa�d, “you can see h�m from where you
are. Ah! we are all undone. Ad�eu, my ch�ld!”

Maur�ce rema�ned planted l�ke a statue on one of the steps of the
dark sta�rcase. Cran�ng h�s neck and d�rect�ng h�s glance through the
glazed fanl�ght over the door of the apartment, he beheld a s�ght that
was never to fade from h�s memory.

In the bare and cheerless room, the convent�onal bourgeo�s
“parlor,” was the Emperor, seated at a table on wh�ch h�s plate was
la�d, l�ghted at e�ther end by wax candles �n great s�lver candelabra.
S�lent �n the background stood two a�des-de-camp w�th folded arms.
The w�ne �n the glass was untasted, the bread untouched, a breast
of ch�cken was cool�ng on the plate. The Emperor d�d not st�r; he sat
star�ng down at the cloth w�th those d�m, lusterless, watery eyes that



the young man remembered to have seen before at Rhe�ms; but he
appeared more weary than then, and when, ev�dently at the cost of a
great effort, he had ra�sed a couple of mouthfuls to h�s l�ps, he
�mpat�ently pushed the rema�nder of the food from h�m w�th h�s hand.
That was h�s d�nner. H�s pale face was blanched w�th an express�on
of suffer�ng endured �n s�lence.

As Maur�ce was pass�ng the d�n�ng room on the floor beneath, the
door was suddenly thrown open, and through the glow of candles
and the steam of smok�ng jo�nts he caught a gl�mpse of a table of
equerr�es, chamberla�ns, and a�des-de-camp, engaged �n devour�ng
the Emperor’s game and poultry and dr�nk�ng h�s champagne, am�d
a great hubbub of conversat�on. Now that the marshal’s d�spatch had
been sent off, all these people were del�ghted to know that the
retreat was assured. In a week they would be at Par�s and could
sleep between clean sheets.

Then, for the f�rst t�me, Maur�ce suddenly became consc�ous of the
terr�ble fat�gue that was oppress�ng h�m l�ke a phys�cal burden; there
was no longer room for doubt, the whole army was about to fall back,
and the best th�ng for h�m to do was to get some sleep wh�le wa�t�ng
for the 7th corps to pass. He made h�s way back across the square
to the house of h�s fr�end Combette, where, l�ke one �n a dream, he
ate some d�nner, after wh�ch he was m�st�ly consc�ous of someone
dress�ng h�s foot and then conduct�ng h�m upsta�rs to a bedroom.
And then all was blackness and utter ann�h�lat�on; he slept a
dreamless, unst�rr�ng sleep. But after an uncerta�n length of t�me—
hours, days, centur�es, he knew not—he gave a start and sat bolt
upr�ght �n bed �n the surround�ng darkness. Where was he? What
was that cont�nuous roll�ng sound, l�ke the rattl�ng of thunder, that
had aroused h�m from h�s slumber? H�s recollect�on suddenly
returned to h�m; he ran to the w�ndow to see what was go�ng on. In
the obscur�ty of the street beneath, where the n�ght was usually so
peaceful, the art�llery was pass�ng, horses, men, and guns, �n
�nterm�nable array, w�th a roar and clatter that made the l�feless
houses quake and tremble. The abrupt v�s�on f�lled h�m w�th
unreason�ng alarm. What t�me m�ght �t be? The great bell �n the Hôtel
de V�lle struck four. He was endeavor�ng to allay h�s uneas�ness by
assur�ng h�mself that �t was s�mply the �n�t�al movement �n the retreat



that had been ordered the day prev�ous, when, ra�s�ng h�s eyes, he
beheld a s�ght that gave h�m fresh cause for �nqu�etude: there was a
l�ght st�ll �n the corner w�ndow of the notary’s house oppos�te, and the
shadow of the Emperor, drawn �n dark prof�le on the curta�n,
appeared and d�sappeared at regularly spaced �ntervals.

Maur�ce hast�ly sl�pped on h�s trousers preparatory to go�ng down
to the street, but just then Combette appeared at the door w�th a
bed-candle �n h�s hand, gest�culat�ng w�ldly.

“I saw you from the square as I was com�ng home from the Ma�r�e,
and I came up to tell you the news. They have been keep�ng me out
of my bed all th�s t�me; would you bel�eve �t, for more than two hours
the mayor and I have been busy attend�ng to fresh requ�s�t�ons. Yes,
everyth�ng �s upset aga�n; there has been another change of plans.
Ah! he knew what he was about, that off�cer d�d, who wanted to keep
the folks �n Par�s from gett�ng w�nd of matters!”

He went on for a long t�me �n broken, d�sjo�nted phrases, and
when he had f�n�shed the young man, speechless, brokenhearted,
saw �t all. About m�dn�ght the Emperor had rece�ved a d�spatch from
the M�n�ster of War �n reply to the one that had been sent by the
marshal. Its exact terms were not known, but an a�de-de-camp at the
Hôtel de V�lle had stated openly that the Empress and the Counc�l
declared there would be a revolut�on �n Par�s should the Emperor
retrace h�s steps and abandon Baza�ne. The d�spatch, wh�ch ev�nced
the utmost �gnorance as to the pos�t�on of the German arm�es and
the resources of the army of Châlons, adv�sed, or rather ordered, an
�mmed�ate forward movement, regardless of all cons�derat�ons, �n
sp�te of everyth�ng, w�th a heat and fury that seemed �ncred�ble.

“The Emperor sent for the marshal,” added the apothecary, “and
they were closeted together for near an hour; of course I am not �n
pos�t�on to say what passed between them, but I am told by all the
off�cers that there �s to be no more retreat�ng, and the advance to the
Meuse �s to be resumed at once. We have been requ�s�t�on�ng all the
ovens �n the c�ty for the 1st corps, wh�ch w�ll come up to-morrow
morn�ng and take the place of the 12th, whose art�llery you see at
th�s moment start�ng for la Besace. The matter �s dec�ded for good
th�s t�me; you w�ll smell powder before you are much older.”



He ceased. He also was gaz�ng at the l�ghted w�ndow over �n the
notary’s house. Then he went on �n a low vo�ce, as �f talk�ng to
h�mself, w�th an express�on on h�s face of reflect�ve cur�os�ty:

“I wonder what they had to say to each other? It str�kes one as a
rather pecul�ar proceed�ng, all the same, to run away from a
threatened danger at s�x �n the even�ng, and at m�dn�ght, when
noth�ng has occurred to alter the s�tuat�on, to rush headlong �nto the
very self-same danger.”

Below them �n the street Maur�ce st�ll heard the gun-carr�ages
rumbl�ng and rattl�ng over the stones of the l�ttle sleep�ng c�ty, that
ceaseless tramp of horse and man, that un�nterrupted t�de of
human�ty, pour�ng onward toward the Meuse, toward the unknown,
terr�ble fate that the morrow had �n store for them. And st�ll upon the
mean, cheap curta�ns of that bourgeo�s dwell�ng he beheld the
shadow of the Emperor pass�ng and repass�ng at regular �ntervals,
the restless act�v�ty of the s�ck man, to whom h�s cares made sleep
�mposs�ble, whose sole repose was mot�on, �n whose ears was ever
r�ng�ng that tramp of horses and men whom he was suffer�ng to be
sent forward to the�r death. A few br�ef hours, then, had suff�ced; the
slaughter was dec�ded on; �t was to be. What, �ndeed, could they
have found to say to each other, that Emperor and that marshal,
consc�ous, both of them, of the �nev�table d�saster that lay before
them? Assured as they were at n�ght of defeat, from the�r knowledge
of the wretched cond�t�on the army would be �n when the t�me should
come for �t to meet the enemy, how, know�ng as they d�d that the
per�l was hourly becom�ng greater, could they have changed the�r
m�nd �n the morn�ng? Certa�n �t was that General de Pal�kao’s plan of
a sw�ft, bold dash on Montmedy, wh�ch seemed hazardous on the
23d and was, perhaps, st�ll not �mpract�cable on the 25th, �f
conducted w�th veteran troops and a leader of ab�l�ty, would on the
27th be an act of sheer madness am�d the d�v�ded counsels of the
ch�efs and the �ncreas�ng demoral�zat�on of the troops. Th�s they both
well knew; why, then, d�d they obey those merc�less dr�vers who
were flogg�ng them onward �n the�r �rresolut�on? why d�d they
hearken to those fur�ous pass�ons that were spurr�ng them forward?
The marshal’s, �t m�ght be sa�d, was the temperament of the sold�er,
whose duty �s l�m�ted to obed�ence to h�s �nstruct�ons, great �n �ts



abnegat�on; wh�le the Emperor, who had ceased ent�rely to �ssue
orders, was wa�t�ng on dest�ny. They were called on to surrender
the�r l�ves and the l�fe of the army; they surrendered them. It was the
accompl�shment of a cr�me, the black, abom�nable n�ght that
w�tnessed the murder of a nat�on, for thenceforth the army rested �n
the shadow of death; a hundred thousand men and more were sent
forward to �nev�table destruct�on.

Wh�le pursu�ng th�s tra�n of thought Maur�ce was watch�ng the
shadow that st�ll kept appear�ng and van�sh�ng on the musl�n of good
Madame Desvall�ères’ curta�n, as �f �t felt the lash of the p�t�less vo�ce
that came to �t from Par�s. Had the Empress that n�ght des�red the
death of the father �n order that the son m�ght re�gn? March! forward
ever! w�th no look backward, through mud, through ra�n, to b�tter
death, that the f�nal game of the agon�z�ng emp�re may be played
out, even to the last card. March! march! d�e a hero’s death on the
p�led corpses of your people, let the whole world gaze �n awe-struck
adm�rat�on, for the honor and glory of your name! And doubtless the
Emperor was march�ng to h�s death. Below, the f�res �n the k�tchen
flamed and flashed no longer; equerr�es, a�des-de-camp and
chamberla�ns were slumber�ng, the whole house was wrapped �n
darkness, wh�le ever the lone shade went and came unceas�ngly,
accept�ng w�th res�gnat�on the sacr�f�ce that was to be, am�d the
deafen�ng uproar of the 12th corps, that was def�l�ng st�ll through the
black n�ght.

Maur�ce suddenly reflected that, �f the advance was to be
resumed, the 7th corps would not pass through Chêne, and he
beheld h�mself left beh�nd, separated from h�s reg�ment, a deserter
from h�s post. H�s foot no longer pa�ned h�m; h�s fr�end’s dress�ng
and a few hours of complete rest had allayed the �nflammat�on.
Combette gave h�m a pa�r of easy shoes of h�s own that were
comfortable to h�s feet, and as soon as he had them on he wanted to
be off, hop�ng that he m�ght yet be able to overtake the 106th
somewhere on the road between Chêne and Vouz�ers. The
apothecary labored va�nly to d�ssuade h�m, and had almost made up
h�s m�nd to put h�s horse �n the g�g and dr�ve h�m over �n person,
trust�ng to fortune to befr�end h�m �n f�nd�ng the reg�ment, when
Fernand, the apprent�ce, appeared, alleg�ng as an excuse for h�s



absence that he had been to see h�s s�ster. The youth was a tall,
tallow-faced �nd�v�dual, who looked as �f he had not the sp�r�t of a
mouse; the horse was qu�ckly h�tched to the carr�age and he drove
off w�th Maur�ce. It was not yet f�ve o’clock; the ra�n was pour�ng �n
torrents from a sky of �nky blackness, and the d�m carr�age-lamps
fa�ntly �llum�nated the road and cast l�ttle f�tful gleams of l�ght across
the stream�ng f�elds on e�ther s�de, over wh�ch came myster�ous
sounds that made them pull up from t�me to t�me �n the bel�ef that the
army was at hand.

Jean, meant�me, down there before Vouz�ers, had not been
slumber�ng. Maur�ce had expla�ned to h�m how the retreat was to be
salvat�on to them all, and he was keep�ng watch, hold�ng h�s men
together and wa�t�ng for the order to move, wh�ch m�ght come at any
m�nute. About two o’clock, �n the �ntense darkness that was dotted
here and there by the red glow of the watch-f�res, a great trampl�ng
of horses resounded through the camp; �t was the advance-guard of
cavalry mov�ng off toward Balay and Quatre-Champs so as to
observe the roads from Boult-aux-Bo�s and Cro�x-aux-Bo�s; then an
hour later the �nfantry and art�llery also put themselves �n mot�on,
abandon�ng at last the pos�t�ons of Chestre and Fala�se that they had
defended so pers�stently for two long days aga�nst an enemy who
never showed h�mself. The sky had become overcast, the darkness
was profound, and one by one the reg�ments marched out �n deepest
s�lence, an array of phantoms steal�ng away �nto the bosom of the
n�ght. Every heart beat joyfully, however, as �f they were escap�ng
from some treacherous p�tfall; already �n �mag�nat�on the troops
beheld themselves under the walls of Par�s, where the�r revenge was
awa�t�ng them.

Jean looked out �nto the th�ck blackness. The road was bordered
w�th trees on e�ther hand and, as far as he could see, appeared to l�e
between w�de meadows. Presently the country became rougher;
there was a success�on of sharp r�ses and descents, and just as they
were enter�ng a v�llage wh�ch he supposed to be Balay, two
straggl�ng rows of houses border�ng the road, the dense cloud that
had obscured the heavens burst �n a deluge of ra�n. The men had
rece�ved so many duck�ngs w�th�n the past few days that they took
th�s one w�thout a murmur, bow�ng the�r heads and plodd�ng pat�ently



onward; but when they had left Balay beh�nd them and were
cross�ng a w�de extent of level ground near Quatre-Champs a v�olent
w�nd began to r�se. Beyond Quatre-Champs, when they had fought
the�r way upward to the w�de plateau that extends �n a dreary stretch
of waste land as far as No�rval, the w�nd �ncreased to a hurr�cane
and the dr�v�ng ra�n stung the�r faces. There �t was that the order,
proceed�ng from the head of the column and re-echoed down the
l�ne, brought the reg�ments one after another to a halt, and the ent�re
7th corps, th�rty-odd thousand men, found �tself once more reun�ted
�n the mud and ra�n of the gray dawn. What was the matter? Why
were they halted there? An uneasy feel�ng was already beg�nn�ng to
pervade the ranks; �t was asserted �n some quarters that there had
been a change of orders. The men had been brought to ordered
arms and forb�dden to leave the ranks or s�t down. At t�mes the w�nd
swept over the elevated plateau w�th such v�olence that they had to
press closely to one another to keep from be�ng carr�ed off the�r feet.
The ra�n bl�nded them and tr�ckled �n �ce-cold streams beneath the�r
collars down the�r backs. And two hours passed, a per�od of wa�t�ng
that seemed as �f �t would never end, for what purpose no one could
say, �n an agony of expectancy that ch�lled the hearts of all.

As the dayl�ght �ncreased Jean made an attempt to d�scern where
they were. Someone had shown h�m where the Chêne road lay off to
the northwest, pass�ng over a h�ll beyond Quatre-Champs. Why had
they turned to the r�ght �nstead of to the left? Another object of
�nterest to h�m was the general and h�s staff, who had establ�shed
themselves at the Converser�e, a farm on the edge of the plateau.
There seemed to be a heated d�scuss�on go�ng on; off�cers were
go�ng and com�ng and the conversat�on was carr�ed on w�th much
gest�culat�on. What could they be wa�t�ng for? noth�ng was com�ng
that way. The plateau formed a sort of amph�theater, broad expanses
of stubble that were commanded to the north and east by wooded
he�ghts; to the south were th�ck woods, wh�le to the west an open�ng
afforded a gl�mpse of the valley of the A�sne w�th the l�ttle wh�te
houses of Vouz�ers. Below the Converser�e rose the slated steeple of
Quatre-Champs church, loom�ng d�mly through the fur�ous storm,
wh�ch seemed as �f �t would sweep away bod�ly the few poor moss-
grown cottages of the v�llage. As Jean’s glance wandered down the



ascend�ng road he became consc�ous of a doctor’s g�g com�ng up at
a sharp trot along the stony road, that was now the bed of a rap�d
torrent.

It was Maur�ce, who, at a turn �n the road, from the h�ll that lay
beyond the valley, had f�nally d�scerned the 7th corps. For two hours
he had been wander�ng about the country, thanks to the stup�d�ty of
a peasant who had m�sd�rected h�m and the sullen �ll-w�ll of h�s
dr�ver, whom fear of the Pruss�ans had almost depr�ved of h�s w�ts.
As soon as he reached the farmhouse he leaped from the g�g and
had no further trouble �n f�nd�ng the reg�ment.

Jean addressed h�m �n amazement:
“What, �s �t you? What �s the mean�ng of th�s? I thought you were

to wa�t unt�l we came along.”
Maur�ce’s tone and manner told of h�s rage and sorrow.
“Ah, yes! we are no longer go�ng �n that d�rect�on; �t �s down yonder

we are to go, to get ourselves knocked �n the head, all of us!”
“Very well,” sa�d the other presently, w�th a very wh�te face. “We

w�ll d�e together, at all events.”
The two men met, as they had parted, w�th an embrace. In the

drench�ng ra�n that st�ll beat down as p�t�lessly as ever, the humble
pr�vate resumed h�s place �n the ranks, wh�le the corporal, �n h�s
stream�ng garments, never murmured as he gave h�m the example
of what a sold�er should be.

And now the t�d�ngs became more def�n�te and spread among the
men; they were no longer retreat�ng on Par�s; the advance to the
Meuse was aga�n the order of the day. An a�de-de-camp had brought
to the 7th corps �nstruct�ons from the marshal to go and encamp at
Nonart; the 5th was to take the d�rect�on of Beaucla�r, where �t would
be the r�ght w�ng of the army, wh�le the 1st was to move up to Chêne
and rel�eve the 12th, then on the march to la Besace on the extreme
left. And the reason why more than th�rty thousand men had been
kept wa�t�ng there at ordered arms, for nearly three hours �n the
m�dst of a bl�nd�ng storm, was that General Douay, �n the deplorable
confus�on �nc�dent on th�s new change of front, was alarmed for the
safety of the tra�n that had been sent forward the day before toward



Chagny; the delay was necessary to g�ve the several d�v�s�ons t�me
to close up. In the confus�on of all these confl�ct�ng movements �t
was sa�d that the 12th corps tra�n had blocked the road at Chêne,
thus cutt�ng off that of the 7th. On the other hand, an �mportant part
of the matér�el, all the forges of the art�llery, had m�staken the�r road
and strayed off �n the d�rect�on of Terron; they were now try�ng to f�nd
the�r way back by the Vouz�ers road, where they were certa�n to fall
�nto the hands of the Germans. Never was there such utter
confus�on, never was anx�ety so �ntense.

A feel�ng of b�tterest d�scouragement took possess�on of the
troops. Many of them �n the�r despa�r would have preferred to seat
themselves on the�r knapsacks, �n the m�dst of that sodden, w�nd-
swept pla�n, and wa�t for death to come to them. They rev�led the�r
leaders and loaded them w�th �nsult: ah! famous leaders, they;
bra�nless boob�es, undo�ng at n�ght what they had done �n the
morn�ng, �dl�ng and loaf�ng when there was no enemy �n s�ght, and
tak�ng to the�r heels as soon as he showed h�s face! Each m�nute
added to the demoral�zat�on that was already r�fe, mak�ng of that
army a rabble, w�thout fa�th or hope, w�thout d�sc�pl�ne, a herd that
the�r ch�efs were conduct�ng to the shambles by ways of wh�ch they
themselves were �gnorant. Down �n the d�rect�on of Vouz�ers the
sound of musketry was heard; shots were be�ng exchanged between
the rear-guard of the 7th corps and the German sk�rm�shers; and
now every eye was turned upon the valley of the A�sne, where
volumes of dense black smoke were wh�rl�ng upward toward the sky
from wh�ch the clouds had suddenly been swept away; they all knew
�t was the v�llage of Fala�se burn�ng, f�red by the uhlans. Every man
felt h�s blood bo�l �n h�s ve�ns; so the Pruss�ans were there at last;
they had sat and wa�ted two days for them to come up, and then had
turned and fled. The most �gnorant among the men had felt the�r
cheeks t�ngle for very shame as, �n the�r dull way, they recogn�zed
the �d�ocy that had prompted that enormous blunder, that �mbec�le
delay, that trap �nto wh�ch they had walked bl�ndfolded; the l�ght
cavalry of the IVth army fe�nt�ng �n front of Bordas’ br�gade and
halt�ng and neutral�z�ng, one by one, the several corps of the army of
Châlons, solely to g�ve the Crown Pr�nce t�me to hasten up w�th the
IIId army. And now, thanks to the marshal’s complete and astound�ng



�gnorance as to the �dent�ty of the troops he had before h�m, the
junct�on was accompl�shed, and the 5th and 7th corps were to be
roughly handled, w�th the constant menace of d�saster
overshadow�ng them.

Maur�ce’s eyes were bent on the hor�zon, where �t was reddened
w�th the flames of burn�ng Fala�se. They had one consolat�on,
however: the tra�n that had been bel�eved to be lost came crawl�ng
along out of the Chêne road. W�thout delay the 2d d�v�s�on put �tself
�n mot�on and struck out across the forest for Boult-aux-Bo�s; the 3d
took post on the he�ghts of Bellev�lle to the left �n order to keep an
eye to the commun�cat�ons, wh�le the 1st rema�ned at Quatre-
Champs to wa�t for the com�ng up of the tra�n and guard �ts countless
wagons. Just then the ra�n began to come down aga�n w�th
�ncreased v�olence, and as the 106th moved off the plateau,
resum�ng the march that should have never been, toward the Meuse,
toward the unknown, Maur�ce thought he beheld aga�n h�s v�s�on of
the n�ght: the shadow of the Emperor, �ncessantly appear�ng and
van�sh�ng, so sad, so p�t�ful a s�ght, on the wh�te curta�n of good old
Madame Desvall�ères. Ah! that doomed army, that army of despa�r,
that was be�ng dr�ven forward to �nev�table destruct�on for the
salvat�on of a dynasty! March, march, onward ever, w�th no look
beh�nd, through mud, through ra�n, to the b�tter end!



VI.

“Thunder!” Chouteau ejaculated the follow�ng morn�ng when he
awoke, ch�lled and w�th ach�ng bones, under the tent, “I wouldn’t
m�nd hav�ng a bou�llon w�th plenty of meat �n �t.”

At Boult-aux-Bo�s, where they were now encamped, the only rat�on
�ssued to the men the n�ght before had been an extremely slender
one of potatoes; the comm�ssar�at was da�ly more and more
d�stracted and d�sorgan�zed by the everlast�ng marches and
countermarches, never reach�ng the des�gnated po�nts of
rendezvous �n t�me to meet the troops. As for the herds, no one had
the fa�ntest �dea where they m�ght be upon the crowded roads, and
fam�ne was star�ng the army �n the face.

Loubet stretched h�mself and pla�nt�vely repl�ed:
“Ah, f�chtre, yes!—No more roast goose for us now.”
The squad was out of sorts and sulky. Men couldn’t be expected to

be l�vely on an empty stomach. And then there was the ra�n that
poured down �ncessantly, and the mud �n wh�ch they had to make
the�r beds.

Observ�ng Pache make the s�gn of the cross after mumbl�ng h�s
morn�ng prayer, Chouteau capt�ously growled:

“Ask that good God of yours, �f he �s good for anyth�ng, to send us
down a couple of sausages and a mug of beer ap�ece.”

“Ah, �f we only had a good b�g loaf of bread!” s�ghed Lapoulle,
whose ravenous appet�te made hunger a more gr�evous affl�ct�on to
h�m than to the others.

But L�eutenant Rochas, pass�ng by just then, made them be s�lent.
It was scandalous, never to th�nk of anyth�ng but the�r stomachs!
When he was hungry he t�ghtened up the buckle of h�s trousers. Now



that th�ngs were becom�ng dec�dedly squally and the popp�ng of r�fles
was to be heard occas�onally �n the d�stance, he had recovered all
h�s old serene conf�dence: �t was all pla�n enough, now; the
Pruss�ans were there—well, all they had to do was, go out and l�ck
’em. And he gave a s�gn�f�cant shrug of the shoulders, stand�ng
beh�nd Capta�n Beaudo�n, the very young man, as he called h�m,
w�th h�s pale face and pursed up l�ps, whom the loss of h�s baggage
had affl�cted so gr�evously that he had even ceased to fume and
scold. A man m�ght get along w�thout eat�ng, at a p�nch, but that he
could not change h�s l�nen was a c�rcumstance product�ve of sorrow
and anger.

Maur�ce awoke to a sensat�on of despondency and phys�cal
d�scomfort. Thanks to h�s easy shoes the �nflammat�on �n h�s foot
had gone down, but the drench�ng he had rece�ved the day before,
from the effects of wh�ch h�s greatcoat seemed to we�gh a ton, had
left h�m w�th a d�st�nct and separate ache �n every bone of h�s body.
When he was sent to the spr�ng to get water for the coffee he took a
survey of the pla�n on the edge of wh�ch Boult-aux-Bo�s �s s�tuated:
forests r�se to the west and north, and there �s a h�ll crowned by the
hamlet of Bellev�lle, wh�le, over to the east, Buzancy way, there �s a
broad, level expanse, stretch�ng far as the eye can see, w�th an
occas�onal shallow depress�on conceal�ng a small cluster of
cottages. Was �t from that d�rect�on that they were to expect the
enemy? As he was return�ng from the stream w�th h�s bucket f�lled
w�th water, the father of a fam�ly of wretched peasants ha�led h�m
from the door of h�s hovel, and asked h�m �f the sold�ers were th�s
t�me go�ng to stay and defend them. In the confus�on of confl�ct�ng
orders the 5th corps had already traversed the reg�on no less than
three t�mes. The sound of cannonad�ng had reached them the day
before from the d�rect�on of Bar; the Pruss�ans could not be more
than a couple of leagues away. And when Maur�ce made answer to
the poor folks that doubtless the 7th corps would also be called away
after a t�me, the�r tears flowed afresh. Then they were to be
abandoned to the enemy, and the sold�ers had not come there to
f�ght, whom they saw constantly van�sh�ng and reappear�ng, always
on the run?



“Those who l�ke the�rs sweet,” observed Loubet, as he poured the
coffee, “have only to st�ck the�r thumb �n �t and wa�t for �t to melt.”

Not a man of them sm�led. It was too bad, all the same, to have to
dr�nk the�r coffee w�thout sugar; and then, too, �f they only had some
b�scu�t! Most of them had devoured what eatables they had �n the�r
knapsacks, to the very last crumb, to wh�le away the�r t�me of
wa�t�ng, the day before, on the plateau of Quatre-Champs. Among
them, however, the members of the squad managed to collect a
dozen potatoes, wh�ch they shared equally.

Maur�ce, who began to feel a tw�ng�ng sensat�on �n h�s stomach,
uttered a regretful cry:

“If I had known of th�s I would have bought some bread at Chêne.”
Jean l�stened �n s�lence. He had had a d�spute w�th Chouteau that

morn�ng, who, on be�ng ordered to go for f�rewood, had �nsolently
refused, alleg�ng that �t was not h�s turn. Now that everyth�ng was so
rap�dly go�ng to the dogs, �nsubord�nat�on among the men had
�ncreased to such a po�nt that those �n author�ty no longer ventured
to repr�mand them, and Jean, w�th h�s sober good sense and pac�f�c
d�spos�t�on, saw that �f he would preserve h�s �nfluence w�th h�s
squad he must keep the corporal �n the background as far as
poss�ble. For th�s reason he was ha�l-fellow-well-met w�th h�s men,
who could not fa�l to see what a treasure they had �n a man of h�s
exper�ence, for �f those comm�tted to h�s care d�d not always have all
they wanted to eat, they had, at all events, not suffered from hunger,
as had been the case w�th so many others. But he was touched by
the s�ght of Maur�ce’s suffer�ng. He saw that he was los�ng strength,
and looked at h�m anx�ously, ask�ng h�mself how that del�cate young
man would ever manage to susta�n the pr�vat�ons of that horr�ble
campa�gn.

When Jean heard Maur�ce bewa�l the lack of bread he arose
qu�etly, went to h�s knapsack, and, return�ng, sl�pped a b�scu�t �nto
the other’s hand.

“Here! don’t let the others see �t; I have not enough to go round.”
“But what w�ll you do?” asked the young man, deeply affected.
“Oh, don’t be alarmed about me—I have two left.”



It was true; he had carefully put as�de three b�scu�ts, �n case there
should be a f�ght, know�ng that men are often hungry on the
battlef�eld. And then, bes�des, he had just eaten a potato; that would
be suff�c�ent for h�m. Perhaps someth�ng would turn up later on.

About ten o’clock the 7th corps made a fresh start. The marshal’s
f�rst �ntent�on had been to d�rect �t by way of Buzancy upon Stenay,
where �t would have passed the Meuse, but the Pruss�ans,
outmarch�ng the army of Châlons, were already �n Stenay, and were
even reported to be at Buzancy. Crowded back �n th�s manner to the
northward, the 7th corps had rece�ved orders to move to la Besace,
some twelve or f�fteen m�les from Boult-aux-Bo�s, whence, on the
next day, they would proceed to pass the Meuse at Mouzon. The
start was made �n a very sulky humor; the men, w�th empty
stomachs and bod�es unrefreshed by repose, unnerved, mentally
and phys�cally, by the exper�ence of the past few days, vented the�r
d�ssat�sfact�on by growl�ng and grumbl�ng, wh�le the off�cers, w�thout
a spark of the�r usual cheerful gayety, w�th a vague sense of
�mpend�ng d�saster awa�t�ng them at the end of the�r march, taxed
the d�lator�ness of the�r ch�efs, and reproached them for not go�ng to
the ass�stance of the 5th corps at Buzancy, where the sound of
art�llery-f�r�ng had been heard. That corps, too, was on the retreat,
mak�ng �ts way toward Nonart, wh�le the 12th was even then leav�ng
la Besace for Mouzon and the 1st was d�rect�ng �ts course toward
Raucourt. It was l�ke noth�ng so much as the passage of a drove of
pan�c-str�cken cattle, w�th the dogs worry�ng them and snapp�ng at
the�r heels—a w�ld stampede toward the Meuse.

When, �n the outstream�ng torrent of the three d�v�s�ons that str�ped
the pla�n w�th columns of march�ng men, the 106th left Boult-aux-
Bo�s �n the rear of the cavalry and art�llery, the sky was aga�n
overspread w�th a pall of dull leaden clouds that further lowered the
sp�r�ts of the sold�ers. Its route was along the Buzancy h�ghway,
planted on e�ther s�de w�th rows of magn�f�cent poplars. When they
reached Germond, a v�llage where there was a steam�ng manure-
heap before every one of the doors that l�ned the two s�des of the
straggl�ng street, the sobb�ng women came to the�r thresholds w�th
the�r l�ttle ch�ldren �n the�r arms, and held them out to the pass�ng
troops, as �f begg�ng the men to take them w�th them. There was not



a mouthful of bread to be had �n all the hamlet, nor even a potato,
After that, the reg�ment, �nstead of keep�ng stra�ght on toward
Buzancy, turned to the left and made for Authe, and when the men
turned the�r eyes across the pla�n and beheld upon the h�lltop
Bellev�lle, through wh�ch they had passed the day before, the fact
that they were retrac�ng the�r steps was �mpressed more v�v�dly on
the�r consc�ousness.

“Heavens and earth!” growled Chouteau, “do they take us for
tops?”

And Loubet ch�med �n:
“Those cheap-John generals of ours are all at sea aga�n! They

must th�nk that men’s legs are cheap.”
The anger and d�sgust were general. It was not r�ght to make men

suffer l�ke that, just for the fun of walk�ng them up and down the
country. They were advanc�ng �n column across the naked pla�n �n
two f�les occupy�ng the s�des of the road, leav�ng a free central space
�n wh�ch the off�cers could move to and fro and keep an eye on the�r
men, but �t was not the same now as �t had been �n Champagne after
they left Rhe�ms, a march of song and joll�ty, when they tramped
along gayly and the knapsack was l�ke a feather to the�r shoulders, �n
the bel�ef that soon they would come up w�th the Pruss�ans and g�ve
them a sound drubb�ng; now they were dragg�ng themselves wear�ly
forward �n angry s�lence, curs�ng the musket that galled the�r
shoulder and the equ�pments that seemed to we�gh them to the
ground, the�r fa�th �n the�r leaders gone, and possessed by such
b�tterness of despa�r that they only went forward as does a f�le of
manacled galley-slaves, �n terror of the lash. The wretched army had
begun to ascend �ts Calvary.

Maur�ce, however, w�th�n the last few m�nutes had made a
d�scovery that �nterested h�m greatly. To the�r left was a range of h�lls
that rose one above another as they receded from the road, and
from the sk�rt of a l�ttle wood, far up on the mounta�n-s�de, he had
seen a horseman emerge. Then another appeared, and then st�ll
another. There they stood, all three of them, w�thout s�gn of l�fe,
apparently no larger than a man’s hand and look�ng l�ke del�cately
fash�oned toys. He thought they were probably part of a detachment



of our hussars out on a reconno�ssance, when all at once he was
surpr�sed to behold l�ttle po�nts of l�ght flash�ng from the�r shoulders,
doubtless the reflect�on of the sunl�ght from epaulets of brass.

“Look there!” he sa�d, nudg�ng Jean, who was march�ng at h�s
s�de. “Uhlans!”

The corporal stared w�th all h�s eyes. “They, uhlans!”
They were �ndeed uhlans, the f�rst Pruss�ans that the 106th had

set eyes on. They had been �n the f�eld nearly s�x weeks now, and �n
all that t�me not only had they never smelt powder, but had never
even seen an enemy. The news spread through the ranks, and every
head was turned to look at them. Not such bad-look�ng fellows, those
uhlans, after all.

“One of them looks l�ke a jolly l�ttle fat fellow,” Loubet remarked.
But presently an ent�re squadron came out and showed �tself on a

plateau to the left of the l�ttle wood, and at s�ght of the threaten�ng
demonstrat�on the column halted. An off�cer came r�d�ng up w�th
orders, and the 106th moved off a l�ttle and took pos�t�on on the bank
of a small stream beh�nd a clump of trees. The art�llery had come
hurry�ng back from the front on a gallop and taken possess�on of a
low, rounded h�ll. For near two hours they rema�ned there thus �n l�ne
of battle w�thout the occurrence of anyth�ng further; the body of
host�le cavalry rema�ned mot�onless �n the d�stance, and f�nally,
conclud�ng that they were only wast�ng t�me that was valuable, the
off�cers set the column mov�ng aga�n.

“Ah well,” Jean murmured regretfully, “we are not booked for �t th�s
t�me.”

Maur�ce, too, had felt h�s f�nger-t�ps t�ngl�ng w�th the des�re to have
just one shot. He kept harp�ng on the theme of the m�stake they had
made the day before �n not go�ng to the support of the 5th corps. If
the Pruss�ans had not made the�r attack yet, �t must be because the�r
�nfantry had not got up �n suff�c�ent strength, whence �t was ev�dent
that the�r d�splay of cavalry �n the d�stance was made w�th no other
end than to harass us and check the advance of our corps. We had
aga�n fallen �nto the trap set for us, and thenceforth the reg�ment was
constantly greeted w�th the s�ght of uhlans popp�ng up on �ts left flank
wherever the ground was favorable for them, track�ng �t l�ke



sleuthhounds, d�sappear�ng beh�nd a farmhouse only to reappear at
the corner of a wood.

It eventually produced a d�shearten�ng effect on the troops to see
that cordon clos�ng �n on them �n the d�stance and envelop�ng them
as �n the meshes of some g�gant�c, �nv�s�ble net. Even Pache and
Lapoulle had an op�n�on on the subject.

“It �s beg�nn�ng to be t�resome!” they sa�d. “It would be a comfort to
send them our compl�ments �n the shape of a musket-ball!”

But they kept to�l�ng wear�ly onward on the�r t�red feet, that seemed
to them as �f they were of lead. In the d�stress and suffer�ng of that
day’s march there was ever present to all the undef�ned sensat�on of
the prox�m�ty of the enemy, draw�ng �n on them from every quarter,
just as we are consc�ous of the com�ng storm before we have seen a
cloud on the hor�zon. Instruct�ons were g�ven the rear-guard to use
severe measures, �f necessary, to keep the column well closed up;
but there was not much straggl�ng, aware as everyone was that the
Pruss�ans were close �n our rear, and ready to snap up every
unfortunate that they could lay hands on. The�r �nfantry was com�ng
up w�th the rap�d�ty of the wh�rlw�nd, mak�ng �ts twenty-f�ve m�les a
day, wh�le the French reg�ments, �n the�r demoral�zed cond�t�on,
seemed �n compar�son to be mark�ng t�me.

At Authe the weather cleared, and Maur�ce, tak�ng h�s bear�ngs by
the pos�t�on of the sun, not�ced that �nstead of bear�ng off toward
Chêne, wh�ch lay three good leagues from where they were, they
had turned and were mov�ng d�rectly eastward. It was two o’clock;
the men, after sh�ver�ng �n the ra�n for two days, were now suffer�ng
from the �ntense heat. The road ascended, w�th long sweep�ng
curves, through a reg�on of utter desolat�on: not a house, not a l�v�ng
be�ng, the only rel�ef to the drear�ness of the waste lands an
occas�onal l�ttle somber wood; and the oppress�ve s�lence
commun�cated �tself to the men, who to�led onward w�th droop�ng
heads, bathed �n persp�rat�on. At last Sa�nt-P�erremont appeared
before them, a few empty houses on a small elevat�on. They d�d not
pass through the v�llage. Maur�ce observed that here they made a
sudden wheel to the left, resum�ng the�r northern course, toward la
Besace. He now understood the route that had been adopted �n the�r



attempt to reach Mouzon ahead of the Pruss�ans; but would they
succeed, w�th such weary, demoral�zed troops? At Sa�nt-P�erremont
the three uhlans had shown themselves aga�n, at a turn �n the road
lead�ng to Buzancy, and just as the rear-guard was leav�ng the
v�llage a battery was unmasked and a few shells came tumbl�ng
among them, w�thout do�ng any �njury, however. No response was
attempted, and the march was cont�nued w�th constantly �ncreas�ng
effort.

From Sa�nt-P�erremont to la Besace the d�stance �s three good
leagues, and when Maur�ce �mparted that �nformat�on to Jean the
latter made a gesture of d�scouragement: the men would never be
able to accompl�sh �t; they showed �t by the�r shortness of breath, by
the�r haggard faces. The road cont�nued to ascend, between gently
slop�ng h�lls on e�ther s�de that were gradually draw�ng closer
together. The cond�t�on of the men necess�tated a halt, but the only
effect of the�r br�ef repose was to �ncrease the st�ffness of the�r
benumbed l�mbs, and when the order was g�ven to march the state
of affa�rs was worse than �t had been before; the reg�ments made no
progress, men were everywhere fall�ng �n the ranks. Jean, not�c�ng
Maur�ce’s pall�d face and glassy eyes, �nfr�nged on what was h�s
usual custom and conversed, endeavor�ng by h�s volub�l�ty to d�vert
the other’s attent�on and keep h�m awake as he moved automat�cally
forward, unconsc�ous of h�s act�ons.

“Your s�ster l�ves �n Sedan, you say; perhaps we shall be there
before long.”

“What, at Sedan? Never! You must be crazy; �t don’t l�e �n our
way.”

“Is your s�ster young?”
“Just my age; you know I told you we are tw�ns.”
“Is she l�ke you?”
“Yes, she �s fa�r-ha�red, too; and oh! such pretty curl�ng ha�r! She �s

a m�te of a woman, w�th a l�ttle th�n face, not one of your no�sy, flashy
hoydens, ah, no!—Dear Henr�ette!”

“You love her very dearly!”
“Yes, yes—”



There was s�lence between them after that, and Jean, glanc�ng at
Maur�ce, saw that h�s eyes were clos�ng and he was about to fall.

“Hallo there, old fellow! Come, confound �t all, brace up! Let me
take your gun a moment; that w�ll g�ve you a chance to rest. They
can’t have the cruelty to make us march any further to-day! we shall
leave half our men by the roads�de.”

At that moment he caught s�ght of Osches ly�ng stra�ght ahead of
them, �ts few poor hovels cl�mb�ng �n straggl�ng fash�on up the
h�lls�de, and the yellow church, embowered �n trees, look�ng down on
them from �ts perch upon the summ�t.

“There’s where we shall rest, for certa�n.”
He had guessed ar�ght; General Douay saw the exhausted

cond�t�on of the troops, and was conv�nced that �t would be useless
to attempt to reach la Besace that day. What part�cularly �nfluenced
h�s determ�nat�on, however, was the arr�val of the tra�n, that �ll-starred
tra�n that had been tra�l�ng �n h�s rear s�nce they left Rhe�ms, and of
wh�ch the n�ne long m�les of veh�cles and an�mals had so terr�bly
�mpeded h�s movements. He had g�ven �nstruct�ons from Quatre-
Champs to d�rect �t stra�ght on Sa�nt-P�erremont, and �t was not unt�l
Osches that the teams came up w�th the corps, �n such a state of
exhaust�on that the horses refused to st�r. It was now f�ve o’clock; the
general, not l�k�ng the prospect of attempt�ng the pass of Stonne at
that late hour, determ�ned to take the respons�b�l�ty of abr�dg�ng the
task ass�gned them by the marshal. The corps was halted and
proceeded to encamp; the tra�n below �n the meadows, guarded by a
d�v�s�on, wh�le the art�llery took pos�t�on on the h�lls to the rear, and
the br�gade deta�led to act as rear-guard on the morrow rested on a
he�ght fac�ng Sa�nt-P�erremont. The other d�v�s�on, wh�ch �ncluded
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles’ br�gade, b�vouacked on a w�de plateau,
bordered by an oak wood, beh�nd the church. There was such
confus�on �n locat�ng the bod�es of troops that �t was dark before the
106th could move �nto �ts pos�t�on at the edge of the wood.

“Zut!” sa�d Chouteau �n a fur�ous rage, “no eat�ng for me; I want to
sleep!”

And that was the cry of all; they were overcome w�th fat�gue. Many
of them lacked strength and courage to erect the�r tents, but



dropp�ng where they stood, at once fell fast asleep on the bare
ground. In order to eat, moreover, rat�ons would have been
necessary, and the comm�ssary wagons, wh�ch were wa�t�ng for the
7th corps to come to them at la Besace, could not well be at Osches
at the same t�me. In the un�versal relaxat�on of order and system
even the customary corporal’s call was om�tted: �t was everyone for
h�mself. There were to be no more �ssues of rat�ons from that t�me
forth; the sold�ers were to subs�st on the prov�s�ons they were
supposed to carry �n the�r knapsacks, and that even�ng the sacks
were empty; few �ndeed were those who could muster a crust of
bread or some crumbs of the abundance �n wh�ch they had been
l�v�ng at Vouz�ers of late. There was coffee, and those who were not
too t�red made and drank �t w�thout sugar.

When Jean thought to make a d�v�s�on of h�s wealth by eat�ng one
of h�s b�scu�ts h�mself and g�v�ng the other to Maur�ce, he d�scovered
that the latter was sound asleep. He thought at f�rst he would awake
h�m, but changed h�s m�nd and sto�cally replaced the b�scu�ts �n h�s
sack, conceal�ng them w�th as much caut�on as �f they had been
bags of gold; he could get along w�th coffee, l�ke the rest of the boys.
He had �ns�sted on hav�ng the tent put up, and they were all
stretched on the ground beneath �ts shelter when Loubet returned
from a forag�ng exped�t�on, br�ng�ng �n some carrots that he had
found �n a ne�ghbor�ng f�eld. As there was no f�re to cook them by
they munched them raw, but the vegetables only served to
aggravate the�r hunger, and they made Pache �ll.

“No, no; let h�m sleep,” sa�d Jean to Chouteau, who was shak�ng
Maur�ce to wake h�m and g�ve h�m h�s share.

“Ah,” Lapoulle broke �n, “we shall be at Angouleme to-morrow, and
then we’ll have some bread. I had a cous�n �n the army once, who
was stat�oned at Angouleme. N�ce garr�son, that.”

They all looked surpr�sed, and Chouteau excla�med:
“Angouleme—what are you talk�ng about! Just l�sten to the bloody

fool, say�ng he �s at Angouleme!”
It was �mposs�ble to extract any explanat�on from Lapoulle. He had

�ns�sted that morn�ng that the uhlans that they s�ghted were some of
Baza�ne’s troops.



Then darkness descended on the camp, black as �nk, s�lent as
death. Notw�thstand�ng the coolness of the n�ght a�r the men had not
been perm�tted to make f�res; the Pruss�ans were known to be only a
few m�les away, and �t would not do to put them on the alert; orders
even were transm�tted �n a hushed vo�ce. The off�cers had not�f�ed
the�r men before ret�r�ng that the start would be made at about four �n
the morn�ng, �n order that they m�ght have all the rest poss�ble, and
all had hastened to turn �n and were sleep�ng greed�ly, forgetful of
the�r troubles. Above the scattered camps the deep resp�rat�on of all
those slumber�ng crowds, r�s�ng upon the st�llness of the n�ght, was
l�ke the long-drawn breath�ng of old Mother Earth.

Suddenly a shot rang out �n the darkness and aroused the
sleepers. It was about three o’clock, and the obscur�ty was profound.
Immed�ately everyone was on foot, the alarm spread through the
camp; �t was supposed the Pruss�ans were attack�ng. It was only
Loubet who, unable to sleep longer, had taken �t �n h�s head to make
a foray �nto the oak-wood, wh�ch he thought gave prom�se of rabb�ts:
what a jolly good lark �t would be �f he could br�ng �n a pa�r of n�ce
rabb�ts for the comrades’ breakfast! But as he was look�ng about for
a favorable place �n wh�ch to conceal h�mself, he heard the sound of
vo�ces and the snapp�ng of dry branches under heavy footsteps;
men were com�ng toward h�m; he took alarm and d�scharged h�s
p�ece, bel�ev�ng the Pruss�ans were at hand. Maur�ce, Jean, and
others came runn�ng up �n haste, when a hoarse vo�ce made �tself
heard:

“For God’s sake, don’t shoot!”
And there at the edge of the wood stood a tall, lanky man, whose

th�ck, br�stl�ng beard they could just d�st�ngu�sh �n the darkness. He
wore a gray blouse, conf�ned at the wa�st by a red belt, and carr�ed a
musket slung by a strap over h�s shoulder. He hurr�edly expla�ned
that he was French, a sergeant of francs-t�reurs, and had come w�th
two of h�s men from the wood of D�eulet, br�ng�ng �mportant
�nformat�on for the general.

“Hallo there, Cabasse! Ducat!” he shouted, turn�ng h�s head,
“hallo! you �nfernal poltroons, come here!”



The men were ev�dently badly scared, but they came forward.
Ducat, short and fat, w�th a pale face and scanty ha�r; Cabasse short
and lean, w�th a black face and a long nose not much th�cker than a
kn�fe-blade.

Meant�me Maur�ce had stepped up and taken a closer look at the
sergeant; he f�nally asked h�m:

“Tell me, are you not Gu�llaume Sambuc, of Rem�lly?”
And when the man hes�tat�ngly answered �n the aff�rmat�ve

Maur�ce reco�led a step or two, for th�s Sambuc had the reputat�on of
be�ng a part�cularly hard case, the worthy son of a fam�ly of
woodcutters who had all gone to the bad, the drunken father be�ng
found one n�ght ly�ng by the roads�de w�th h�s throat cut, the mother
and daughter, who l�ved by begg�ng and steal�ng, hav�ng
d�sappeared, most l�kely, �n the seclus�on of some pen�tent�ary. He,
Gu�llaume, d�d a l�ttle �n the poach�ng and smuggl�ng l�nes, and only
one of that l�tter of wolves’ whelps had grown up to be an honest
man, and that was Prosper, the hussar, who had gone to work on a
farm before he was conscr�pted, because he hated the l�fe of the
forest.

“I saw your brother at Vouz�ers,” Maur�ce cont�nued; “he �s well.”
Sambuc made no reply. To end the s�tuat�on he sa�d:
“Take me to the general. Tell h�m that the francs-t�reurs of the

wood of D�eulet have someth�ng �mportant to say to h�m.”
On the way back to the camp Maur�ce reflected on those free

compan�es that had exc�ted such great expectat�ons at the t�me of
the�r format�on, and had s�nce been the object of such b�tter
denunc�at�on throughout the country. The�r professed purpose was to
wage a sort of guer�lla warfare, ly�ng �n ambush beh�nd hedges,
harass�ng the enemy, p�ck�ng off h�s sent�nels, hold�ng the woods,
from wh�ch not a Pruss�an was to emerge al�ve; wh�le the truth of the
matter was that they had made themselves the terror of the
peasantry, whom they fa�led utterly to protect and whose f�elds they
devastated. Every ne’er-do-well who hated the restra�nts of the
regular serv�ce made haste to jo�n the�r ranks, well pleased w�th the
chance that exempted h�m from d�sc�pl�ne and enabled h�m to lead
the l�fe of a tramp, t�ppl�ng �n pothouses and sleep�ng by the roads�de



at h�s own sweet w�ll. Some of the compan�es were recru�ted from
the very worst mater�al �mag�nable.

“Hallo there, Cabasse! Ducat!” Sambuc was constantly repeat�ng,
turn�ng to h�s henchmen at every step he took, “Come along, w�ll
you, you sna�ls!”

Maur�ce was as l�ttle charmed w�th the two men as w�th the�r
leader. Cabasse, the l�ttle lean fellow, was a nat�ve of Toulon, had
served as wa�ter �n a café at Marse�lles, had fa�led at Sedan as a
broker �n southern produce, and f�nally had brought up �n a pol�ce-
court, where �t came near go�ng hard w�th h�m, �n connect�on w�th a
robbery of wh�ch the deta�ls were suppressed. Ducat, the l�ttle fat
man, quondam hu�ss�er at Bla�nv�lle, where he had been forced to
sell out h�s bus�ness on account of a malodorous woman scrape,
had recently been brought face to face w�th the court of ass�zes for
an �nd�scret�on of a s�m�lar nature at Raucourt, where he was
accountant �n a factory. The latter quoted Lat�n �n h�s conversat�on,
wh�le the other could scarcely read, but the two were well mated, as
unprepossess�ng a pa�r as one could expect to meet �n a summer’s
day.

The camp was already ast�r; Jean and Maur�ce took the francs-
t�reurs to Capta�n Beaudo�n, who conducted them to the quarters of
Colonel V�neu�l. The colonel attempted to quest�on them, but
Sambuc, �ntrench�ng h�mself �n h�s d�gn�ty, refused to speak to
anyone except the general. Now Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles had taken up
h�s quarters that n�ght w�th the curé of Osches, and just then
appeared, rubb�ng h�s eyes, �n the doorway of the parsonage; he
was �n a horr�bly bad humor at h�s slumbers hav�ng been thus
prematurely cut short, and the prospect that he saw before h�m of
another day of fam�ne and fat�gue; hence h�s recept�on of the men
who were brought before h�m was not exactly lambl�ke. Who were
they? Whence d�d they come? What d�d they want? Ah, some of
those francs-t�reurs gentlemen—eh! Same th�ng as skulkers and r�ff-
raff!

“General,” Sambuc repl�ed, w�thout allow�ng h�mself to be
d�sconcerted, “we and our comrades are stat�oned �n the woods of
D�eulet—”



“The woods of D�eulet—where’s that?”
“Between Stenay and Mouzon, General.”
“What do I know of your Stenay and Mouzon? Do you expect me

to be fam�l�ar w�th all these strange names?”
The colonel was d�stressed by h�s ch�ef’s d�splay of �gnorance; he

hast�ly �nterfered to rem�nd h�m that Stenay and Mouzon were on the
Meuse, and that, as the Germans had occup�ed the former of those
towns, the army was about to attempt the passage of the r�ver at the
other, wh�ch was s�tuated more to the northward.

“So you see, General,” Sambuc cont�nued, “we’ve come to tell you
that the woods of D�eulet are al�ve w�th Pruss�ans. There was an
engagement yesterday as the 5th corps was leav�ng Bo�s-les-
Dames, somewhere about Nonart—”

“What, yesterday? There was f�ght�ng yesterday?”
“Yes, General, the 5th corps was engaged as �t was fall�ng back; �t

must have been at Beaumont last n�ght. So, wh�le some of us hurr�ed
off to report to �t the movements of the enemy, we thought �t best to
come and let you know how matters stood, so that you m�ght go to
�ts ass�stance, for �t w�ll certa�nly have s�xty thousand men to deal
w�th �n the morn�ng.”

General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles gave a contemptuous shrug of h�s
shoulders.

“S�xty thousand men! Why the dev�l don’t you call �t a hundred
thousand at once? You were dream�ng, young man; your fr�ght has
made you see double. It �s �mposs�ble there should be s�xty thousand
Germans so near us w�thout our know�ng �t.”

And so he went on. It was to no purpose that Sambuc appealed to
Ducat and Cabasse to conf�rm h�s statement.

“We saw the guns,” the Provençal declared; “and those chaps
must be crazy to take them through the forest, where the ra�ns of the
past few days have left the roads �n such a state that they s�nk �n the
mud up to the hubs.”

“They have someone to gu�de them, for certa�n,” sa�d the ex-ba�l�ff.



S�nce leav�ng Vouz�ers the general had stoutly refused to attach
any further cred�t to reports of the junct�on of the two German arm�es
wh�ch, as he sa�d, they had been try�ng to stuff down h�s throat. He
d�d not even cons�der �t worth h�s wh�le to send the francs-t�reurs
before h�s corps commander, to whom the part�sans supposed, all
along, that they were talk�ng; �f they should attempt to l�sten to all the
yarns that were brought them by tramps and peasants, they would
have the�r hands full and be dr�ven from p�llar to post w�thout ever
advanc�ng a step. He d�rected the three men to rema�n w�th the
column, however, s�nce they were acqua�nted w�th the country.

“They are good fellows, all the same,” Jean sa�d to Maur�ce, as
they were return�ng to fold the tent, “to have tramped three leagues
across lots to let us know.”

The young man agreed w�th h�m and commended the�r act�on,
know�ng as he d�d the country, and deeply alarmed to hear that the
Pruss�ans were �n D�eulet forest and mov�ng on Sommanthe and
Beaumont. He had flung h�mself down by the roads�de, exhausted
before the march had commenced, w�th a sorrow�ng heart and an
empty stomach, at the dawn�ng of that day wh�ch he felt was to be so
d�sastrous for them all. D�stressed to see h�m look�ng so pale, the
corporal affect�onately asked h�m:

“Are you feel�ng so badly st�ll? What �s �t? Does your foot pa�n
you?”

Maur�ce shook h�s head. H�s foot had ceased to trouble h�m,
thanks to the b�g shoes.

“Then you are hungry.” And Jean, see�ng that he d�d not answer,
took from h�s knapsack one of the two rema�n�ng b�scu�ts, and w�th a
falsehood for wh�ch he may be forg�ven: “Here, take �t; I kept your
share for you. I ate m�ne a wh�le ago.”

Day was break�ng when the 7th corps marched out of Osches en
route for Mouzon by way of la Besace, where they should have
b�vouacked. The tra�n, cause of so many woes, had been sent on
ahead, guarded by the f�rst d�v�s�on, and �f �ts own wagons, well
horsed as for the most part they were, got over the ground at a
sat�sfactory pace, the requ�s�t�oned veh�cles, most of them empty,
delayed the troops and produced sad confus�on among the h�lls of



the def�le of Stonne. After leav�ng the hamlet of la Berl�ère the road
r�ses more sharply between wooded h�lls on e�ther s�de. F�nally,
about e�ght o’clock, the two rema�n�ng d�v�s�ons got under way, when
Marshal MacMahon came gallop�ng up, vexed to f�nd there those
troops that he supposed had left la Besace that morn�ng, w�th only a
short march between them and Mouzon; h�s comment to General
Douay on the subject was expressed �n warm language. It was
determ�ned that the f�rst d�v�s�on and the tra�n should be allowed to
proceed on the�r way to Mouzon, but that the two other d�v�s�ons, that
they m�ght not be further retarded by th�s cumbrous advance-guard,
should move by the way of Raucourt and Autrecourt so as to pass
the Meuse at V�llers. The movement to the north was d�ctated by the
marshal’s �ntense anx�ety to place the r�ver between h�s army and
the enemy; cost what �t m�ght, they must be on the r�ght bank that
n�ght. The rear-guard had not yet left Osches when a Pruss�an
battery, recommenc�ng the performance of the prev�ous day, began
to play on them from a d�stant em�nence, over �n the d�rect�on of
Sa�nt-P�erremont. They made the m�stake of f�r�ng a few shots �n
reply; then the last of the troops f�led out of the town.

Unt�l nearly eleven o’clock the 106th slowly pursued �ts way along
the road wh�ch z�gzags through the pass of Stonne between h�gh
h�lls. On the left hand the prec�p�tous summ�ts rear the�r heads,
devo�d of vegetat�on, wh�le to the r�ght the gentler slopes are clad
w�th woods down to the roads�de. The sun had come out aga�n, and
the heat was �ntense down �n the �nclosed valley, where an
oppress�ve sol�tude preva�led. After leav�ng la Berl�ère, wh�ch l�es at
the foot of a lofty and desolate mounta�n surmounted by a Calvary,
there �s not a house to be seen, not a human be�ng, not an an�mal
graz�ng �n the meadows. And the men, the day before so fa�nt w�th
hunger, so spent w�th fat�gue, who s�nce that t�me had had no food to
restore, no slumber, to speak of, to refresh them, were now dragg�ng
themselves l�stlessly along, d�sheartened, f�lled w�th sullen anger.

Soon after that, just as the men had been halted for a short rest
along the roads�de, the roar of art�llery was heard away at the�r r�ght;
judg�ng from the d�st�nctness of the detonat�ons the f�r�ng could not
be more than two leagues d�stant. Upon the troops, weary w�th
wa�t�ng, t�red of retreat�ng, the effect was mag�cal; �n the tw�nkl�ng of



an eye everyone was on h�s feet, eager, �n a qu�ver of exc�tement, no
longer m�ndful of h�s hunger and fat�gue: why d�d they not advance?
They preferred to f�ght, to d�e, rather than keep on fly�ng thus, no one
knew why or wh�ther.

General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, accompan�ed by Colonel de V�neu�l,
had cl�mbed a h�ll on the r�ght to reconno�ter the country. They were
v�s�ble up there �n a l�ttle clear�ng between two belts of wood,
scann�ng the surround�ng h�lls w�th the�r f�eld-glasses, when all at
once they d�spatched an a�de-de-camp to the column, w�th
�nstruct�ons to send up to them the francs-t�reurs �f they were st�ll
there. A few men, Jean and Maur�ce among them, accompan�ed the
latter, �n case there should be need of messengers.

“A beastly country th�s, w�th �ts everlast�ng h�lls and woods!” the
general shouted, as soon as he caught s�ght of Sambuc. “You hear
the mus�c—where �s �t? where �s the f�ght�ng go�ng on?”

Sambuc, w�th Ducat and Cabasse close at h�s heels, l�stened a
moment before he answered, cast�ng h�s eye over the w�de hor�zon,
and Maur�ce, stand�ng bes�de h�m and gaz�ng out over the panorama
of valley and forest that lay beneath h�m, was struck w�th adm�rat�on.
It was l�ke a boundless sea, whose g�gant�c waves had been
arrested by some m�ghty force. In the foreground the somber
verdure of the woods made splashes of sober color on the yellow of
the f�elds, wh�le �n the br�ll�ant sunl�ght the d�stant h�lls were bathed �n
purpl�sh vapors. And wh�le noth�ng was to be seen, not even the
t�n�est smoke-wreath float�ng on the cloudless sky, the cannon were
thunder�ng away �n the d�stance, l�ke the mutter�ng of a r�s�ng storm.

“Here �s Sommanthe, to the r�ght,” Sambuc sa�d at last, po�nt�ng to
a h�gh h�ll crowned by a wood. “Yoncq l�es off yonder to the left. The
f�ght�ng �s at Beaumont, General.”

“E�ther at Varn�foret or Beaumont,” Ducat observed.
The general muttered below h�s breath: “Beaumont, Beaumont—a

man can never tell where he �s �n th�s d——d country.” Then ra�s�ng
h�s vo�ce: “And how far may th�s Beaumont be from here?”

“A l�ttle more than s�x m�les, �f you take the road from Chêne to
Stenay, wh�ch runs up the valley yonder.”



There was no cessat�on of the f�r�ng, wh�ch seemed to be
advanc�ng from west to east w�th a cont�nuous success�on of reports
l�ke peals of thunder. Sambuc added:

“B�gre! �t’s gett�ng warm. It �s just what I expected; you know what I
told you th�s morn�ng, General; �t �s certa�nly the batter�es that we
saw �n the wood of D�eulet. By th�s t�me the whole army that came up
through Buzancy and Beaucla�r �s at work maul�ng the 5th corps.”

There was s�lence among them, wh�le the battle rag�ng �n the
d�stance growled more fur�ously than ever, and Maur�ce had to set
t�ght h�s teeth to keep h�mself from speak�ng h�s m�nd aloud. Why d�d
they not hasten wh�ther the guns were call�ng them, w�thout such
waste of words? He had never known what �t was to be exc�ted thus;
every d�scharge found an echo �n h�s bosom and �nsp�red h�m w�th a
f�erce long�ng to be present at the confl�ct, to put an end to �t. Were
they to pass by that battle, so near almost that they could stretch
forth the�r arm and touch �t w�th the�r hand, and never expend a
cartr�dge? It must be to dec�de a wager that some one had made,
that s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the campa�gn they were dragged about
the country thus, always fly�ng before the enemy! At Vouz�ers they
had heard the musketry of the rear-guard, at Osches the German
guns had played a moment on the�r retreat�ng backs; and now they
were to run for �t aga�n, they were not to be allowed to advance at
double-qu�ck to the succor of comrades �n d�stress! Maur�ce looked
at Jean, who was also very pale, h�s eyes sh�n�ng w�th a br�ght,
fever�sh l�ght. Every heart leaped �n every bosom at the loud
summons of the art�llery.

Wh�le they were wa�t�ng a general, attended by h�s staff, was seen
ascend�ng the narrow path that wound up the h�ll. It was Douay, the�r
corps-commander, who came hasten�ng up, w�th anx�ety dep�cted on
h�s countenance, and when he had quest�oned the francs-t�reurs he
gave utterance to an exclamat�on of despa�r. But what could he have
done, even had he learned the�r t�d�ngs that morn�ng? The marshal’s
orders were expl�c�t: they must be across the Meuse that n�ght, cost
what �t m�ght. And then aga�n, how was he to collect h�s scattered
troops, strung out along the road to Raucourt, and d�rect then on
Beaumont? Could they arr�ve �n t�me to be of use? The 5th corps



must be �n full retreat on Mouzon by that t�me, as was �nd�cated by
the sound of the f�r�ng, wh�ch was reced�ng more and more to the
eastward, as a deadly hurr�cane moves off after hav�ng
accompl�shed �ts d�sastrous work. W�th a f�erce gesture, express�ve
of h�s sense of �mpotency, General Douay outstretched h�s arms
toward the w�de hor�zon of h�ll and dale, of woods and f�elds, and the
order went forth to proceed w�th the march to Raucourt.

Ah, what a march was that through that d�smal pass of Stonne,
w�th the lofty summ�ts o’erhang�ng them on e�ther s�de, wh�le through
the woods on the�r r�ght came the �ncessant volley�ng of the art�llery.
Colonel de V�neu�l rode at the head of h�s reg�ment, brac�ng h�mself
f�rmly �n h�s saddle, h�s face set and very pale, h�s eyes w�nk�ng l�ke
those of one try�ng not to weep. Capta�n Beaudo�n strode along �n
s�lence, gnaw�ng h�s mustache, wh�le L�eutenant Rochas let sl�p an
occas�onal �mprecat�on, �nvok�ng ru�n and destruct�on on h�mself and
everyone bes�des. Even the most cowardly among the men, those
who had the least stomach for f�ght�ng, were shamed and angered
by the�r cont�nuous retreat; they felt the b�tter hum�l�at�on of turn�ng
the�r backs wh�le those beasts of Pruss�ans were murder�ng the�r
comrades over yonder.

After emerg�ng from the pass the road, from a tortuous path
among the h�lls, �ncreased �n w�dth and led through a broad stretch
of level country, dotted here and there w�th small woods. The 106th
was now a port�on of the rear-guard, and at every moment s�nce
leav�ng Osches had been expect�ng to feel the enemy’s attack, for
the Pruss�ans were follow�ng the column step by step, never lett�ng �t
escape the�r v�g�lant eyes, wa�t�ng, doubtless, for a favorable
opportun�ty to fall on �ts rear. The�r cavalry were on the alert to take
advantage of any b�t of ground that prom�sed them an opportun�ty of
gett�ng �n on our flank; several squadrons of Pruss�an Guards were
seen advanc�ng from beh�nd a wood, but they gave up the�r purpose
upon a demonstrat�on made by a reg�ment of our hussars, who came
up at a gallop, sweep�ng the road. Thanks to the breath�ng-spell
afforded them by th�s c�rcumstance the retreat went on �n suff�c�ently
good order, and Raucourt was not far away, when a spectacle
greeted the�r eyes that f�lled them w�th consternat�on and completely
demoral�zed the troops. Upon com�ng to a cross-road they suddenly



caught s�ght of a hurry�ng, straggl�ng, fly�ng throng, wounded off�cers,
sold�ers w�thout arms and w�thout organ�zat�on, runaway teams from
the tra�n, all—men and an�mals—m�ngled �n w�ldest confus�on, w�ld
w�th pan�c. It was the wreck of one of the br�gades of the 1st d�v�s�on,
wh�ch had been sent that morn�ng to escort the tra�n to Mouzon;
there had been an unfortunate m�sconcept�on of orders, and th�s
br�gade and a port�on of the wagons had taken a wrong road and
reached Varn�foret, near Beaumont, at the very t�me when the 5th
corps was be�ng dr�ven back �n d�sorder. Taken unawares, overborne
by the flank attack of an enemy super�or �n numbers, they had fled;
and bleed�ng, w�th haggard faces, crazed w�th fear, were now
return�ng to spread consternat�on among the�r comrades; �t was as �f
they had been wafted th�ther on the breath of the battle that had
been rag�ng �ncessantly s�nce noon.

Alarm and anx�ety possessed everyone, from h�ghest to lowest, as
the column poured through Raucourt �n w�ld stampede. Should they
turn to the left, toward Autrecourt, and attempt to pass the Meuse at
V�llers, as had been prev�ously dec�ded? The general hes�tated,
fear�ng to encounter d�ff�cult�es �n cross�ng there, even �f the br�dge
were not already �n possess�on of the Pruss�ans; he f�nally dec�ded
to keep stra�ght on through the def�le of Harancourt and thus reach
Rem�lly before n�ghtfall. F�rst Mouzon, then V�llers, and last Rem�lly;
they were st�ll press�ng on northward, w�th the tramp of the uhlans on
the road beh�nd them. There rema�ned scant four m�les for them to
accompl�sh, but �t was f�ve o’clock, and the men were s�nk�ng w�th
fat�gue. They had been under arms s�nce daybreak, twelve hours
had been consumed �n advanc�ng three short leagues; they were
harassed and fat�gued as much by the�r constant halts and the stress
of the�r emot�ons as by the actual to�l of the march. For the last two
n�ghts they had had scarce any sleep; the�r hunger had been
unappeased s�nce they left Vouz�ers. In Raucourt the d�stress was
terr�ble; men fell �n the ranks from sheer �nan�t�on.

The l�ttle town �s r�ch, w�th �ts numerous factor�es, �ts handsome
thoroughfare l�ned w�th two rows of well-bu�lt houses, and �ts pretty
church and ma�r�e; but the n�ght before Marshal MacMahon and the
Emperor had passed that way w�th the�r respect�ve staffs and all the
�mper�al household, and dur�ng the whole of the present morn�ng the



ent�re 1st corps had been stream�ng l�ke a torrent through the ma�n
street. The resources of the place had not been adequate to meet
the requ�rements of these hosts; the shelves of the bakers and
grocers were empty, and even the houses of the bourgeo�s had been
swept clean of prov�s�ons; there was no bread, no w�ne, no sugar,
noth�ng capable of allay�ng hunger or th�rst. Lad�es had been seen to
stat�on themselves before the�r doors and deal out glasses of w�ne
and cups of bou�llon unt�l cask and kettle al�ke were dra�ned of the�r
last drop. And so there was an end, and when, about three o’clock,
the f�rst reg�ments of the 7th corps began to appear the scene was a
p�t�ful one; the broad street was f�lled from curb to curb w�th weary,
dust-sta�ned men, dy�ng w�th hunger, and there was not a mouthful
of food to g�ve them. Many of them stopped, knock�ng at doors and
extend�ng the�r hands beseech�ngly toward w�ndows, begg�ng for a
morsel of bread, and women were seen to cry and sob as they
mot�oned that they could not help them, that they had noth�ng left.

At the corner of the Rue D�x-Pot�ers Maur�ce had an attack of
d�zz�ness and reeled as �f about to fall. To Jean, who came hasten�ng
up, he sa�d:

“No, leave me; �t �s all up w�th me. I may as well d�e here!”
He had sunk down upon a door-step. The corporal spoke �n a

rough tone of d�spleasure assumed for the occas�on:
“Nom de D�eu! why don’t you try to behave l�ke a sold�er! Do you

want the Pruss�ans to catch you? Come, get up!”
Then, as the young man, l�v�dly pale, h�s eyes t�ght-closed, almost

unconsc�ous, made no reply, he let sl�p another oath, but �n another
key th�s t�me, �n a tone of �nf�n�te gentleness and p�ty:

“Nom de D�eu! Nom de D�eu!”
And runn�ng to a dr�nk�ng-founta�n near by, he f�lled h�s bas�n w�th

water and hurr�ed back to bathe h�s fr�end’s face. Then, w�thout
further attempt at concealment, he took from h�s sack the last
rema�n�ng b�scu�t that he had guarded w�th such jealous caut�on, and
commenced crumbl�ng �t �nto small b�ts that he �ntroduced between
the other’s teeth. The fam�sh�ng man opened h�s eyes and ate
greed�ly.



“But you,” he asked, suddenly recollect�ng h�mself, “how comes �t
that you d�d not eat �t?”

“Oh, I!” sa�d Jean. “I’m tough, I can wa�t. A good dr�nk of Adam’s
ale, and I shall be all r�ght.”

He went and f�lled h�s bas�n aga�n at the founta�n, empt�ed �t at a
s�ngle draught, and came back smack�ng h�s l�ps �n token of
sat�sfact�on w�th h�s feast. He, too, was cadaverously pale, and so
fa�nt w�th hunger that h�s hands were trembl�ng l�ke a leaf.

“Come, get up, and let’s be go�ng. We must be gett�ng back to the
comrades, l�ttle one.”

Maur�ce leaned on h�s arm and suffered h�mself to be helped
along as �f he had been a ch�ld; never had woman’s arm about h�m
so warmed h�s heart. In that extrem�ty of d�stress, w�th death star�ng
h�m �n the face, �t afforded h�m a del�c�ously cheer�ng sense of
comfort to know that someone loved and cared for h�m, and the
reflect�on that that heart, wh�ch was so ent�rely h�s, was the heart of
a s�mple-m�nded peasant, whose asp�rat�ons scarcely rose above
the sat�sfact�on of h�s da�ly wants, for whom he had recently
exper�enced a feel�ng of repugnance, served to add to h�s grat�tude a
sensat�on of �neffable joy. Was �t not the brotherhood that had
preva�led �n the world �n �ts earl�er days, the fr�endsh�p that had
ex�sted before caste and culture were; that fr�endsh�p wh�ch un�tes
two men and makes them one �n the�r common need of ass�stance,
�n the presence of Nature, the common enemy? He felt the t�e of
human�ty un�t�ng h�m and Jean, and was proud to know that the
latter, h�s comforter and sav�or, was stronger than he; wh�le to Jean,
who d�d not analyze h�s sensat�ons, �t afforded unalloyed pleasure to
be the �nstrument of protect�ng, �n h�s fr�end, that cult�vat�on and
�ntell�gence wh�ch, �n h�mself, were only rud�mentary. S�nce the death
of h�s w�fe, who had been snatched away from h�m by a fr�ghtful
catastrophe, he had bel�eved that h�s heart was dead, he had sworn
to have noth�ng more to do w�th those creatures, who, even when
they are not w�cked and depraved, are cause of so much suffer�ng to
man. And thus, to both of them the�r fr�endsh�p was a comfort and
rel�ef. There was no need of any demonstrat�ve d�splay of affect�on;
they understood each other; there was close commun�ty of sympathy



between them, and, notw�thstand�ng the�r apparent external
d�ss�m�lar�ty, the bond of p�ty and common suffer�ng made them as
one dur�ng the�r terr�ble march that day to Rem�lly.

As the French rear-guard left Raucourt by one end of the town the
Germans came �n at the other, and forthw�th two of the�r batter�es
commenced f�r�ng from the pos�t�on they had taken on the he�ghts to
the left; the 106th, retreat�ng along the road that follows the course of
the Emmane, was d�rectly �n the l�ne of f�re. A shell cut down a poplar
on the bank of the stream; another came and bur�ed �tself �n the soft
ground close to Capta�n Beaudo�n, but d�d not burst. From there on
to Harancourt, however, the walls of the pass kept approach�ng
nearer and nearer, and the troops were crowded together �n a
narrow gorge commanded on e�ther s�de by h�lls covered w�th trees.
A handful of Pruss�ans �n ambush on those he�ghts m�ght have
caused �ncalculable d�saster. W�th the cannon thunder�ng �n the�r
rear and the menace of a poss�ble attack on e�ther flank, the men’s
uneas�ness �ncreased w�th every step they took, and they were �n
haste to get out of such a dangerous ne�ghborhood; hence they
summoned up the�r reserved strength, and those sold�ers who, but
now �n Raucourt, had scarce been able to drag themselves along,
now, w�th the per�l that lay beh�nd them as an �ncent�ve, struck out at
a good round pace. The very horses seemed to be consc�ous that
the loss of a m�nute m�ght cost them dear. And the �mpetus thus
g�ven cont�nued; all was go�ng well, the head of the column must
have reached Rem�lly, when, all at once, the�r progress was
arrested.

“Heavens and earth!” sa�d Chouteau, “are they go�ng to leave us
here �n the road?”

The reg�ment had not yet reached Harancourt, and the shells were
st�ll tumbl�ng about them; wh�le the men were mark�ng t�me, awa�t�ng
the word to go ahead aga�n, one burst, on the r�ght of the column,
w�thout �njur�ng anyone, fortunately. F�ve m�nutes passed, that
seemed to them long as an etern�ty, and st�ll they d�d not move; there
was some obstacle on ahead that barred the�r way as effectually as
�f a strong wall had been bu�lt across the road. The colonel, stand�ng



up �n h�s st�rrups, peered nervously to the front, for he saw that �t
would requ�re but l�ttle to create a pan�c among h�s men.

“We are betrayed; everybody can see �t,” shouted Chouteau.
Murmurs of reproach arose on every s�de, the sullen mutter�ng of

the�r d�scontent exasperated by the�r fears. Yes, yes! they had been
brought there to be sold, to be del�vered over to the Pruss�ans. In the
baleful fatal�ty that pursued them, and among all the blunders of the�r
leaders, those dense �ntell�gences were unable to account for such
an un�nterrupted success�on of d�sasters on any other ground than
that of treachery.

“We are betrayed! we are betrayed!” the men w�ldly repeated.
Then Loubet’s fert�le �ntellect evolved an �dea: “It �s l�ke enough

that that p�g of an Emperor has sat h�mself down �n the road, w�th h�s
baggage, on purpose to keep us here.”

The �dle fancy was rece�ved as true, and �mmed�ately spread up
and down the l�ne; everyone declared that the �mper�al household
had blocked the road and was respons�ble for the stoppage. There
was a un�versal chorus of execrat�on, of opprobr�ous ep�thets, an
uncha�n�ng of the hatred and host�l�ty that were �nsp�red by the
�nsolence of the Emperor’s attendants, who took possess�on of the
towns where they stopped at n�ght as �f they owned them, unpack�ng
the�r luxur�es, the�r costly w�nes and plate of gold and s�lver, before
the eyes of the poor sold�ers who were dest�tute of everyth�ng, f�ll�ng
the k�tchens w�th the steam of savory v�ands wh�le they, poor dev�ls,
had noth�ng for �t but to t�ghten the belt of the�r trousers. Ah! that
wretched Emperor, that m�serable man, deposed from h�s throne and
str�pped of h�s command, a stranger �n h�s own emp�re; whom they
were convey�ng up and down the country along w�th the other
baggage, l�ke some p�ece of useless furn�ture, whose doom �t was
ever to drag beh�nd h�m the �rony of h�s �mper�al state: cent-gardes,
horses, carr�ages, cooks, and vans, sweep�ng, as �t were, the blood
and m�re from the roads of h�s defeat w�th the magn�f�cence of h�s
court mantle, embro�dered w�th the herald�c bees!

In rap�d success�on, one after the other, two more shells fell;
L�eutenant Rochas had h�s kep� carr�ed away by a fragment. The
men huddled closer together and began to crowd forward, the



movement gather�ng strength as �t ran from rear to front. Inart�culate
cr�es were heard, Lapoulle shouted fur�ously to go ahead. A m�nute
longer and there would have been a horr�ble catastrophe, and many
men must have been crushed to death �n the mad struggle to escape
from the funnel-l�ke gorge.

The colonel—he was very pale—turned and spoke to the sold�ers:
“My ch�ldren, my ch�ldren, be a l�ttle pat�ent. I have sent to see

what �s the matter—�t w�ll only be a moment—”
But they d�d not advance, and the seconds seemed l�ke centur�es.

Jean, qu�te cool and collected, resumed h�s hold of Maur�ce’s hand,
and wh�spered to h�m that, �n case the�r comrades began to shove,
they two could leave the road, cl�mb the h�ll on the left, and make
the�r way to the stream. He looked about to see where the francs-
t�reurs were, th�nk�ng he m�ght ga�n some �nformat�on from them
regard�ng the roads, but was told they had van�shed wh�le the
column was pass�ng through Raucourt. Just then the march was
resumed, and almost �mmed�ately a bend �n the road took them out
of range of the German batter�es. Later �n the day �t was ascerta�ned
that �t was four cu�rass�er reg�ments of Bonnema�n’s d�v�s�on who, �n
the d�sorder of that �ll-starred retreat, had thus blocked the road of
the 7th corps and delayed the march.

It was nearly dark when the 106th passed through Angecourt. The
wooded h�lls cont�nued on the r�ght, but to the left the country was
more level, and a valley was v�s�ble �n the d�stance, ve�led �n blu�sh
m�sts. At last, just as the shades of n�ght were descend�ng, they
stood on the he�ghts of Rem�lly and beheld a r�bbon of pale s�lver
unroll�ng �ts length upon a broad expanse of verdant pla�n. It was the
Meuse, that Meuse they had so longed to see, and where �t seemed
as �f v�ctory awa�ted them.

Po�nt�ng to some l�ghts �n the d�stance that were beg�nn�ng to
tw�nkle cheer�ly among the trees, down �n that fert�le valley that lay
there so peaceful �n the mellow tw�l�ght, Maur�ce sa�d to Jean, w�th
the glad content of a man rev�s�t�ng a country that he knows and
loves:

“Look! over that way—that �s Sedan!”



VII.

Rem�lly �s bu�lt on a h�ll that r�ses from the left bank of the Meuse,
present�ng the appearance of an amph�theater; the one v�llage street
that meanders c�rcu�tously down the sharp descent was thronged
w�th men, horses, and veh�cles �n d�re confus�on. Half-way up the h�ll,
�n front of the church, some dr�vers had managed to �nterlock the
wheels of the�r guns, and all the oaths and blows of the art�llerymen
were unava�l�ng to get them forward. Further down, near the woolen
m�ll, where the Emmane tumbles no�s�ly over the dam, the road was
choked w�th a long l�ne of stranded baggage wagons, wh�le close at
hand, at the �nn of the Maltese Cross, a constantly �ncreas�ng crowd
of angry sold�ers pushed and struggled, and could not obta�n so
much as a glass of w�ne.

All th�s mad hurly-burly was go�ng on at the southern end of the
v�llage, wh�ch �s here separated from the Meuse by a l�ttle grove of
trees, and where the eng�neers had that morn�ng stretched a br�dge
of boats across the r�ver. There was a ferry to the r�ght; the
ferryman’s house stood by �tself, wh�te and star�ng, am�d a rank
growth of weeds. Great f�res had been bu�lt on e�ther bank, wh�ch,
be�ng replen�shed from t�me to t�me, glared rudd�ly �n the darkness
and made the stream and both �ts shores as l�ght as day. They
served to show the �mmense mult�tude of men massed there,
awa�t�ng a chance to cross, wh�le the footway only perm�tted the
passage of two men abreast, and over the br�dge proper the cavalry
and art�llery were obl�ged to proceed at a walk, so that the cross�ng
prom�sed to be a protracted operat�on. It was sa�d that the troops st�ll
on the left bank compr�sed a br�gade of the 1st corps, an ammun�t�on
tra�n, and the four reg�ments of cu�rass�ers belong�ng to Bonnema�n’s
d�v�s�on, wh�le com�ng up �n hot haste beh�nd them was the 7th



corps, over th�rty thousand strong, possessed w�th the bel�ef that the
enemy was at the�r heels and push�ng on w�th fever�sh eagerness to
ga�n the secur�ty of the other shore.

For a wh�le despa�r re�gned. What! they had been march�ng s�nce
morn�ng w�th noth�ng to eat, they had summoned up all the�r
energ�es to escape that deadly trap at Harancourt pass, only �n the
end to be landed �n that slough of despond, w�th an �nsurmountable
wall star�ng them �n the face! It would be hours, perhaps, before �t
became the last comer’s turn to cross, and everyone knew that even
�f the Pruss�ans should not be enterpr�s�ng enough to cont�nue the�r
pursu�t �n the darkness they would be there w�th the f�rst gl�mpse of
dayl�ght. Orders came for them to stack muskets, however, and they
made the�r camp on the great range of bare h�lls wh�ch slope
downward to the meadows of the Meuse, w�th the Mouzon road
runn�ng at the�r base. To the�r rear and occupy�ng the level plateau
on top of the range the guns of the reserve art�llery were arranged �n
battery, po�nted so as to sweep the entrance of the pass should
there be necess�ty for �t. And thus commenced another per�od of
agon�zed, grumbl�ng suspense.

When f�nally the preparat�ons were all completed the 106th found
themselves posted �n a f�eld of stubble above the road, �n a pos�t�on
that commanded a v�ew of the broad pla�n. The men had parted
regretfully w�th the�r arms, cast�ng t�morous looks beh�nd them that
showed they were apprehens�ve of a n�ght attack. The�r faces were
stern and set, and s�lence re�gned, only broken from t�me to t�me by
some sullen murmur of angry compla�nt. It was nearly n�ne o’clock,
they had been there two hours, and yet many of them,
notw�thstand�ng the�r terr�ble fat�gue, could not sleep; stretched on
the bare ground, they would start and bend the�r ears to catch the
fa�ntest sound that rose �n the d�stance. They had ceased to f�ght
the�r tortur�ng hunger; they would eat over yonder, on the other bank,
when they had passed the r�ver; they would eat grass �f noth�ng else
was to be found. The crowd at the br�dge, however, seemed to
�ncrease rather than d�m�n�sh; the off�cers that General Douay had
stat�oned there came back to h�m every few m�nutes, always br�ng�ng
the same unwelcome report, that �t would be hours and hours before
any rel�ef could be expected. F�nally the general determ�ned to go



down to the br�dge �n person, and the men saw h�m on the bank,
best�rr�ng h�mself and others and hurry�ng the passage of the troops.

Maur�ce, seated w�th Jean aga�nst a wall, po�nted to the north, as
he had done before. “There �s Sedan �n the d�stance. And look!
Baze�lles �s over yonder—and then comes Douzy, and then
Car�gnan, more to the r�ght. We shall concentrate at Car�gnan, I feel
sure we shall. Ah! there �s plenty of room, as you would see �f �t were
dayl�ght!”

And h�s sweep�ng gesture embraced the ent�re valley that lay
beneath them, enfolded �n shadow. There was suff�c�ent l�ght
rema�n�ng �n the sky that they could d�st�ngu�sh the pale gleam of the
r�ver where �t ran �ts course among the dusky meadows. The
scattered trees made clumps of denser shade, espec�ally a row of
poplars to the left, whose tops were prof�led on the hor�zon l�ke the
fantast�c ornaments on some old castle gateway. And �n the
background, beh�nd Sedan, dotted w�th countless l�ttle po�nts of
br�ll�ant l�ght, the shadows had mustered, denser and darker, as �f all
the forests of the Ardennes had collected the �nky blackness of the�r
secular oaks and cast �t there.

Jean’s gaze came back to the br�dge of boats beneath them.
“Look there! everyth�ng �s aga�nst us. We shall never get across.”
The f�res upon both banks blazed up more br�ghtly just then, and

the�r l�ght was so �ntense that the whole fearful scene was p�ctured
on the darkness w�th v�v�d d�st�nctness. The boats on wh�ch the
long�tud�nal g�rders rested, ow�ng to the we�ght of the cavalry and
art�llery that had been cross�ng un�nterruptedly s�nce morn�ng, had
settled to such an extent that the floor of the br�dge was covered w�th
water. The cu�rass�ers were pass�ng at the t�me, two abreast, �n a
long unbroken f�le, emerg�ng from the obscur�ty of the h�ther shore to
be swallowed up �n the shadows of the other, and noth�ng was to be
seen of the br�dge; they appeared to be march�ng on the bosom of
the ruddy stream, that flashed and danced �n the fl�cker�ng f�rel�ght.
The horses snorted and hung back, man�fest�ng every �nd�cat�on of
terror as they felt the unstable pathway y�eld�ng beneath the�r feet,
and the cu�rass�ers, stand�ng erect �n the�r st�rrups and clutch�ng at
the re�ns, poured onward �n a steady, unceas�ng stream, wrapped �n



the�r great wh�te mantles, the�r helmets flash�ng �n the red l�ght of the
flames. One m�ght have taken them for some spectral band of
kn�ghts, w�th locks of f�re, go�ng forth to do battle w�th the powers of
darkness.

Jean’s suffer�ng wrested from h�m a deep-toned exclamat�on:
“Oh! I am hungry!”
On every s�de, meant�me, the men, notw�thstand�ng the

compla�n�ngs of the�r empty stomachs, had thrown themselves down
to sleep. The�r fat�gue was so great that �t f�nally got the better of
the�r fears and struck them down upon the bare earth, where they lay
on the�r back, w�th open mouth and arms outstretched, l�ke logs
beneath the moonless sky. The bustle of the camp was st�lled, and
all along the naked range, from end to end, there re�gned a s�lence
as of death.

“Oh! I am hungry; I am so hungry that I could eat d�rt!”
Jean, pat�ent as he was and �nured to hardsh�p, could not restra�n

the cry; he had eaten noth�ng �n th�rty-s�x hours, and �t was torn from
h�m by sheer stress of phys�cal suffer�ng. Then Maur�ce, know�ng
that two or three hours at all events must elapse before the�r
reg�ment could move to pass the stream, sa�d:

“See here, I have an uncle not far from here—you know, Uncle
Fouchard, of whom you have heard me speak. H�s house �s f�ve or
s�x hundred yards from here; I d�dn’t l�ke the �dea, but as you are so
hungry—The deuce! the old man can’t refuse us bread!”

H�s comrade made no object�on and they went off together. Father
Fouchard’s l�ttle farm was s�tuated just at the mouth of Harancourt
pass, near the plateau where the art�llery was posted. The house
was a low structure, surrounded by qu�te an �mpos�ng cluster of
dependenc�es; a barn, a stable, and cow-sheds, wh�le across the
road was a d�sused carr�age-house wh�ch the old peasant had
converted �nto an abatto�r, where he slaughtered w�th h�s own hands
the cattle wh�ch he afterward carr�ed about the country �n h�s wagon
to h�s customers.

Maur�ce was surpr�sed as he approached the house to see no
l�ght.



“Ah, the old m�ser! he has locked and barred everyth�ng t�ght and
fast. L�ke as not he won’t let us �n.”

But someth�ng that he saw brought h�m to a standst�ll. Before the
house a dozen sold�ers were mov�ng to and fro, hungry plunderers,
doubtless, on the prowl �n quest of someth�ng to eat. F�rst they had
called, then had knocked, and now, see�ng that the place was dark
and deserted, they were hammer�ng at the door w�th the butts of
the�r muskets �n an attempt to force �t open. A growl�ng chorus of
encouragement greeted them from the outs�ders of the c�rcle.

“Nom de D�eu! go ahead! smash �t �n, s�nce there �s no one at
home!”

All at once the shutter of a w�ndow �n the garret was thrown back
and a tall old man presented h�mself, bare-headed, wear�ng the
peasant’s blouse, w�th a candle �n one hand and a gun �n the other.
Beneath the th�ck shock of br�stl�ng wh�te ha�r was a square face,
deeply seamed and wr�nkled, w�th a strong nose, large, pale eyes,
and stubborn ch�n.

“You must be robbers, to smash th�ngs as you are do�ng!” he
shouted �n an angry tone. “What do you want?”

The sold�ers, taken by surpr�se, drew back a l�ttle way.
“We are per�sh�ng w�th hunger; we want someth�ng to eat.”
“I have noth�ng, not a crust. Do you suppose that I keep v�ctuals �n

my house to f�ll a hundred thousand mouths? Others were here
before you; yes, General Ducrot’s men were here th�s morn�ng, I tell
you, and they cleaned me out of everyth�ng.”

The sold�ers came forward aga�n, one by one.
“Let us �n, all the same; we can rest ourselves, and you can hunt

up someth�ng—”
And they were commenc�ng to hammer at the door aga�n, when

the old fellow, plac�ng h�s candle on the w�ndow-s�ll, ra�sed h�s gun to
h�s shoulder.

“As true as that candle stands there, I’ll put a hole �n the f�rst man
that touches that door!”



The prospect looked favorable for a row. Oaths and �mprecat�ons
resounded, and one of the men was heard to shout that they would
settle matters w�th the p�g of a peasant, who was l�ke all the rest of
them and would throw h�s bread �n the r�ver rather than g�ve a
mouthful to a starv�ng sold�er. The l�ght of the candle gl�nted on the
barrels of the chassepots as they were brought to an a�m; the angry
men were about to shoot h�m where he stood, wh�le he, headstrong
and v�olent, would not y�eld an �nch.

“Noth�ng, noth�ng! Not a crust! I tell you they cleaned me out!”
Maur�ce rushed �n �n affr�ght, followed by Jean.
“Comrades, comrades—”
He knocked up the sold�ers’ guns, and ra�s�ng h�s eyes, sa�d

entreat�ngly:
“Come, be reasonable. Don’t you know me? It �s I.”
“Who, I?”
“Maur�ce Levasseur, your nephew.”
Father Fouchard took up h�s candle. He recogn�zed h�s nephew,

beyond a doubt, but was f�rm �n h�s resolve not to g�ve so much as a
glass of water.

“How can I tell whether you are my nephew or not �n th�s �nfernal
darkness? Clear out, everyone of you, or I w�ll f�re!”

And am�d an uproar of execrat�on, and threats to br�ng h�m down
and burn the shanty, he st�ll had noth�ng to say but: “Clear out, or I’ll
f�re!” wh�ch he repeated more than twenty t�mes.

Suddenly a loud clear vo�ce was heard r�s�ng above the d�n:
“But not on me, father?”
The others stood as�de, and �n the fl�cker�ng l�ght of the candle a

man appeared, wear�ng the chevrons of a quartermaster-sergeant. It
was Honoré, whose battery was a short two hundred yards from
there and who had been struggl�ng for the last two hours aga�nst an
�rres�st�ble long�ng to come and knock at that door. He had sworn
never to set foot �n that house aga�n, and �n all h�s four years of army
l�fe had not exchanged a s�ngle letter w�th that father whom he now
addressed so curtly. The marauders had drawn apart and were



convers�ng exc�tedly among themselves; what, the old man’s son,
and a “non-com.”! �t wouldn’t answer; better go and try the�r luck
elsewhere! So they slunk away and van�shed �n the darkness.

When Fouchard saw that he had noth�ng more to fear he sa�d �n a
matter-of-course way, as �f he had seen h�s son only the day before:

“It’s you—All r�ght, I’ll come down.”
H�s descent was a matter of t�me. He could be heard �ns�de the

house open�ng locked doors and carefully fasten�ng them aga�n, the
maneuvers of a man determ�ned to leave noth�ng at loose ends. At
last the door was opened, but only for a few �nches, and the strong
grasp that held �t would let �t go no further.

“Come �n, thou! and no one bes�des!”
He could not turn away h�s nephew, however, notw�thstand�ng h�s

man�fest repugnance.
“Well, thou too!”
He shut the door flat �n Jean’s face, �n sp�te of Maur�ce’s

entreat�es. But he was obdurate. No, no! he wouldn’t have �t; he had
no use for strangers and robbers �n h�s house, to smash and destroy
h�s furn�ture! F�nally Honoré shoved the�r comrade �ns�de the door by
ma�n strength and the old man had to make the best of �t, grumbl�ng
and growl�ng v�nd�ct�vely. He had carr�ed h�s gun w�th h�m all th�s
t�me. When at last he had ushered the three men �nto the common
s�tt�ng-room and had stood h�s gun �n a corner and placed the candle
on the table, he sank �nto a mul�sh s�lence.

“Say, father, we are per�sh�ng w�th hunger. You w�ll let us have a
l�ttle bread and cheese, won’t you?”

He made a pretense of not hear�ng and d�d not answer, turn�ng h�s
head at every �nstant toward the w�ndow as �f l�sten�ng for some
other band that m�ght be com�ng to lay s�ege to h�s house.

“Uncle, Jean has been a brother to me; he depr�ved h�mself of
food to g�ve �t to me. And we have seen such suffer�ng together!”

He turned and looked about the room to assure h�mself that
noth�ng was m�ss�ng, not g�v�ng the three sold�ers so much as a
glance, and at last, st�ll w�thout a word spoken, appeared to come to
a dec�s�on. He suddenly arose, took the candle and went out, leav�ng



them �n darkness and carefully clos�ng and lock�ng the door beh�nd
h�m �n order that no one m�ght follow h�m. They could hear h�s
footsteps on the sta�rs that led to the cellar. There was another long
per�od of wa�t�ng, and when he returned, aga�n lock�ng and bolt�ng
everyth�ng after h�m, he placed upon the table a b�g loaf of bread and
a cheese, am�d a s�lence wh�ch, once h�s anger had blown over, was
merely the result of caut�ous cunn�ng, for no one can ever tell what
may come of too much talk�ng. The three men threw themselves
ravenously upon the food, and the only sound to be heard �n the
room was the f�erce gr�nd�ng of the�r jaws.

Honoré rose, and go�ng to the s�deboard brought back a p�tcher of
water.

“I th�nk you m�ght have g�ven us some w�ne, father.”
Whereupon Fouchard, now master of h�mself and no longer

fear�ng that th�s anger m�ght lead h�m �nto unguarded speech, once
more found h�s tongue.

“W�ne! I haven’t any, not a drop! The others, those fellows of
Ducrot’s, ate and drank all I had, robbed me of everyth�ng!”

He was ly�ng, and try to conceal �t as he m�ght the sh�fty
express�on �n h�s great l�ght eyes showed �t. For the past two days he
had been dr�v�ng away h�s cattle, as well those reserved for work on
the farm as those he had purchased to slaughter, and h�d�ng them,
no one knew where, �n the depths of some wood or �n some
abandoned quarry, and he had devoted hours to bury�ng all h�s
household stores, w�ne, bread, and th�ngs of the least value, even to
the flour and salt, so that anyone m�ght have ransacked h�s
cupboards and been none the r�cher for �t. He had refused to sell
anyth�ng to the f�rst sold�ers who came along; no one knew, he m�ght
be able to do better later on; and the pat�ent, sly old curmudgeon
�ndulged h�mself w�th vague dreams of wealth.

Maur�ce, who was f�rst to sat�sfy h�s appet�te, commenced to talk.
“Have you seen my s�ster Henr�ette lately?”
The old man was pac�ng up and down the room, cast�ng an

occas�onal glance at Jean, who was bolt�ng huge mouthfuls of bread;



after apparently g�v�ng the subject long cons�derat�on he del�berately
answered:

“Henr�ette, yes, I saw her last month when I was �n Sedan. But I
saw We�ss, her husband, th�s morn�ng. He was w�th Mons�eur
Delaherche, h�s boss, who had come over �n h�s carr�age to see the
sold�ers at Mouzon—wh�ch �s the same as say�ng that they were out
for a good t�me.”

An express�on of �ntense scorn fl�tted over the old peasant’s
�mpenetrable face.

“Perhaps they saw more of the army than they wanted to, and
d�dn’t have such a very good t�me after all, for ever s�nce three
o’clock the roads have been �mpassable on account of the crowds of
fly�ng sold�ers.”

In the same unmoved vo�ce, as �f the matter were one of perfect
�nd�fference to h�m, he gave them some t�d�ngs of the defeat of the
5th corps, that had been surpr�sed at Beaumont wh�le the men were
mak�ng the�r soup and chased by the Bavar�ans all the way to
Mouzon. Some fug�t�ves who had passed through Rem�lly, mad w�th
terror, had told h�m that they had been betrayed once more and that
de Fa�lly had sold them to B�smarck. Maur�ce’s thoughts reverted to
the a�mless, blunder�ng movements of the last two days, to Marshal
MacMahon hurry�ng on the�r retreat and �ns�st�ng on gett�ng them
across the Meuse at every cost, after wast�ng so many prec�ous
hours �n �ncomprehens�ble delays. It was too late. Doubtless the
marshal, who had stormed so on f�nd�ng the 7th corps st�ll at Osches
when he supposed �t to be at la Besace, had felt assured that the 5th
corps was safe �n camp at Mouzon when, l�nger�ng �n Beaumont, �t
had come to gr�ef there. But what could they expect from troops so
poorly off�cered, demoral�zed by suspense and �ncessant retreat,
dy�ng w�th hunger and fat�gue?

Fouchard had f�nally come and planted h�mself beh�nd Jean’s
cha�r, watch�ng w�th aston�shment the �nroads he was mak�ng on the
bread and cheese. In a coldly sarcast�c tone he asked:

“Are you beg�nn�ng to feel better, he�n?”
The corporal ra�sed h�s head and repl�ed w�th the same peasant-

l�ke d�rectness:



“Just beg�nn�ng, thank you!”
Honoré, notw�thstand�ng h�s hunger, had ceased from eat�ng

whenever �t seemed to h�m that he heard a no�se about the house. If
he had struggled long, and f�nally been false to h�s oath never to set
foot �n that house aga�n, the reason was that he could no longer
w�thstand h�s crav�ng des�re to see S�lv�ne. The letter that he had
rece�ved from her at Rhe�ms lay on h�s bosom, next h�s sk�n, that
letter, so tenderly pass�onate, �n wh�ch she told h�m that she loved
h�m st�ll, that she should never love anyone save h�m, desp�te the
cruel past, desp�te Gol�ah and l�ttle Charlot, that man’s ch�ld. He was
th�nk�ng of naught save her, was wonder�ng why he had not seen her
yet, all the t�me watch�ng h�mself that he m�ght not let h�s father see
h�s anx�ety. At last h�s pass�on became too strong for h�m, however,
and he asked �n a tone as natural as he could command:

“Is not S�lv�ne w�th you any longer?”
Fouchard gave h�s son a glance out of the corner of h�s eye,

chuckl�ng �nternally.
“Yes, yes.”
Then he expectorated and was s�lent, so that the art�llery man had

presently to broach the subject aga�n.
“She has gone to bed, then?”
“No, no.”
F�nally the old fellow condescended to expla�n that he, too, had

been tak�ng an out�ng that morn�ng, had dr�ven over to Raucourt
market �n h�s wagon and taken h�s l�ttle servant w�th h�m. He saw no
reason, because a lot of sold�ers happened to pass that way, why
folks should cease to eat meat or why a man should not attend to h�s
bus�ness, so he had taken a sheep and a quarter of beef over there,
as �t was h�s custom to do every Tuesday, and had just d�sposed of
the last of h�s stock-�n-trade when up came the 7th corps and he
found h�mself �n the m�ddle of a terr�ble hubbub. Everyone was
runn�ng, push�ng, and crowd�ng. Then he became alarmed lest they
should take h�s horse and wagon from h�m, and drove off, leav�ng h�s
servant, who was just then mak�ng some purchases �n the town.



“Oh, S�lv�ne w�ll come back all r�ght,” he concluded �n h�s tranqu�l
vo�ce. “She must have taken shelter w�th Doctor Dal�champ, her
godfather. You would th�nk to look at her that she wouldn’t dare to
say boo to a goose, but she �s a g�rl of courage, all the same. Yes,
yes; she has lots of good qual�t�es, S�lv�ne has.”

Was �t an attempt on h�s part to be jocose? or d�d he w�sh to
expla�n why �t was he kept her �n h�s serv�ce, that g�rl who had
caused d�ssens�on between father and son, whose ch�ld by the
Pruss�an was �n the house? He aga�n gave h�s boy that s�delong look
and laughed h�s vo�celess laugh.

“L�ttle Charlot �s asleep there �n h�s room; she surely won’t be long
away, now.”

Honoré, w�th qu�ver�ng l�ps, looked so �ntently at h�s father that the
old man began to pace the floor aga�n. Mon D�eu! yes, the ch�ld was
there; doubtless he would have to look on h�m. A pa�nful s�lence f�lled
the room, wh�le he mechan�cally cut h�mself more bread and began
to eat aga�n. Jean also cont�nued h�s operat�ons �n that l�ne, w�thout
f�nd�ng �t necessary to say a word. Maur�ce contemplated the
furn�ture, the old s�deboard, the ant�que clock, and reflected on the
long summer days that he had spent at Rem�lly �n bygone t�mes w�th
h�s s�ster Henr�ette. The m�nutes sl�pped away, the clock struck
eleven.

“The dev�l!” he murmured, “�t w�ll never do to let the reg�ment go off
w�thout us!”

He stepped to the w�ndow and opened �t, Fouchard mak�ng no
object�on. Beneath lay the valley, a great bowl f�lled to the br�m w�th
blackness; presently, however, when h�s eyes became more
accustomed to the obscur�ty, he had no d�ff�culty �n d�st�ngu�sh�ng the
br�dge, �llum�nated by the f�res on the two banks. The cu�rass�ers
were pass�ng st�ll, l�ke phantoms �n the�r long wh�te cloaks, wh�le
the�r steeds trod upon the bosom of the stream and a ch�ll w�nd of
terror breathed on them from beh�nd; and so the spectral tra�n
moved on, apparently �nterm�nable, �n an endless, slow-mov�ng
v�s�on of unsubstant�al forms. Toward the r�ght, over the bare h�lls
where the slumber�ng army lay, there brooded a st�llness and repose
l�ke death.



“Ah well!” sa�d Maur�ce w�th a gesture of d�sappo�ntment, “’tw�ll be
to-morrow morn�ng.”

He had left the w�ndow open, and Father Fouchard, se�z�ng h�s
gun, straddled the s�ll and stepped outs�de, as l�ghtly as a young
man. For a t�me they could hear h�s tramp upon the road, as regular
as that of a sentry pac�ng h�s beat, but presently �t ceased and the
only sound that reached the�r ears was the d�stant clamor on the
crowded br�dge; �t must be that he had seated h�mself by the
ways�de, where he could watch for approach�ng danger and at
sl�ghtest s�gn leap to defend h�s property.

Honoré’s anx�ety meant�me was momentar�ly �ncreas�ng; h�s eyes
were f�xed constantly on the clock. It was less than four m�les from
Raucourt to Rem�lly, an easy hour’s walk for a woman as young and
strong as S�lv�ne. Why had she not returned �n all that t�me s�nce the
old man lost s�ght of her �n the confus�on? He thought of the d�sorder
of a retreat�ng army corps, spread�ng over the country and block�ng
the roads; some acc�dent must certa�nly have happened, and he
p�ctured her �n d�stress, wander�ng among the lonely f�elds, trampled
under foot by the horsemen.

But suddenly the three men rose to the�r feet, moved by a
common �mpulse. There was a sound of rap�d steps com�ng up the
road and the old man was heard to cock h�s weapon.

“Who goes there?” he shouted. “Is �t you, S�lv�ne?”
There was no reply. He repeated h�s quest�on, threaten�ng to f�re.

Then a labor�ng, breathless vo�ce managed to art�culate:
“Yes, yes, Father Fouchard; �t �s I.” And she qu�ckly asked: “And

Charlot?”
“He �s abed and asleep.”
“That �s well! Thanks.”
There was no longer cause for her to hasten; she gave utterance

to a deep-drawn s�gh, as �f to r�d herself of her burden of fat�gue and
d�stress.

“Go �n by the w�ndow,” sa�d Fouchard. “There �s company �n
there.”



She was greatly ag�tated when, leap�ng l�ghtly �nto the room, she
beheld the three men. In the uncerta�n candle-l�ght she gave the
�mpress�on of be�ng very dark, w�th th�ck black ha�r and a pa�r of
large, f�ne, lustrous eyes, the ch�ef adornment of a small oval face,
strong by reason of �ts tranqu�l res�gnat�on. The sudden meet�ng w�th
Honoré had sent all the blood rush�ng from her heart to her cheeks;
and yet she was hardly surpr�sed to f�nd h�m there; he had been �n
her thoughts all the way home from Raucourt.

He, trembl�ng w�th ag�tat�on, h�s heart �n h�s throat, spoke w�th
affected calmness:

“Good-even�ng, S�lv�ne.”
“Good-even�ng, Honoré.”
Then, to keep from break�ng down and burst�ng �nto tears, she

turned away, and recogn�z�ng Maur�ce, gave h�m a sm�le. Jean’s
presence was embarrass�ng to her. She felt as �f she were chok�ng
somehow, and removed the foulard that she wore about her neck.

Honoré cont�nued, dropp�ng the fr�endly thou of other days:
“We were anx�ous about you, S�lv�ne, on account of the Pruss�ans

be�ng so near at hand.”
All at once her face became very pale and showed great d�stress;

ra�s�ng her hand to her eyes as �f to shut out some atroc�ous v�s�on,
and d�rect�ng an �nvoluntary glance toward the room where Charlot
was slumber�ng, she murmured:

“The Pruss�ans—Oh! yes, yes, I saw them.”
S�nk�ng wear�ly upon a cha�r she told how, when the 7th corps

came �nto Raucourt, she had fled for shelter to the house of her
godfather, Doctor Dal�champ, hop�ng that Father Fouchard would
th�nk to come and take her up before he left the town. The ma�n
street was f�lled w�th a surg�ng throng, so dense that not even a dog
could have squeezed h�s way through �t, and up to four o’clock she
had felt no part�cular alarm, tranqu�lly employed �n scrap�ng l�nt �n
company w�th some of the lad�es of the place; for the doctor, w�th the
thought that they m�ght be called on to care for some of the
wounded, should there be a battle over �n the d�rect�on of Metz and
Verdun, had been busy�ng h�mself for the last two weeks w�th



�mprov�s�ng a hosp�tal �n the great hall of the ma�r�e. Some people
who dropped �n remarked that they m�ght f�nd use for the�r hosp�tal
sooner than they expected, and sure enough, a l�ttle after m�dday,
the roar of art�llery had reached the�r ears from over Beaumont way.
But that was not near enough to cause anx�ety and no one was
alarmed, when, all at once, just as the last of the French troops were
f�l�ng out of Raucourt, a shell, w�th a fr�ghtful crash, came tear�ng
through the roof of a ne�ghbor�ng house. Two others followed �n
qu�ck success�on; �t was a German battery shell�ng the rear-guard of
the 7th corps. Some of the wounded from Beaumont had already
been brought �n to the ma�r�e, where �t was feared that the enemy’s
project�les would f�n�sh them as they lay on the�r mattresses wa�t�ng
for the doctor to come and operate on them. The men were crazed
w�th fear, and would have r�sen and gone down �nto the cellars,
notw�thstand�ng the�r mangled l�mbs, wh�ch extorted from them
shr�eks of agony.

“And then,” cont�nued S�lv�ne, “I don’t know how �t happened, but
all at once the uproar was succeeded by a deathl�ke st�llness. I had
gone upsta�rs and was look�ng from a w�ndow that commanded a
v�ew of the street and f�elds. There was not a soul �n s�ght, not a ‘red-
leg’ to be seen anywhere, when I heard the tramp, tramp of heavy
footsteps, and then a vo�ce shouted someth�ng that I could not
understand and all the muskets came to the ground together w�th a
great crash. And I looked down �nto the street below, and there was
a crowd of small, d�rty-look�ng men �n black, w�th ugly, b�g faces and
wear�ng helmets l�ke those our f�remen wear. Someone told me they
were Bavar�ans. Then I ra�sed my eyes aga�n and saw, oh!
thousands and thousands of them, stream�ng �n by the roads, across
the f�elds, through the woods, �n serr�ed, never-end�ng columns. In
the tw�nkl�ng of an eye the ground was black w�th them, a black
swarm, a swarm of black locusts, com�ng th�cker and th�cker, so that,
�n no t�me at all, the earth was h�d from s�ght.”

She sh�vered and repeated her former gesture, ve�l�ng her v�s�on
from some atroc�ous spectacle.

“And the th�ngs that occurred afterward would exceed bel�ef. It
seems those men had been march�ng three days, and on top of that



had fought at Beaumont l�ke t�gers; hence they were per�sh�ng w�th
hunger, the�r eyes were start�ng from the�r sockets, they were bes�de
themselves. The off�cers made no effort to restra�n them; they broke
�nto shops and pr�vate houses, smash�ng doors and w�ndows,
demol�sh�ng furn�ture, search�ng for someth�ng to eat and dr�nk, no
matter what, bolt�ng whatever they could lay the�r hands on. I saw
one �n the shop of Mons�eur S�mon�n, the grocer, ladl�ng molasses
from a cask w�th h�s helmet. Others were chew�ng str�ps of raw
bacon, others aga�n had f�lled the�r mouths w�th flour. They were told
that our troops had been pass�ng through the town for the last two
days and there was noth�ng left, but here and there they found some
tr�fl�ng store that had been h�d away, not suff�c�ent to feed so many
hungry mouths, and that made them th�nk the folks were ly�ng to
them, and they went on to smash th�ngs more fur�ously than ever. In
less than an hour, there was not a butcher’s, grocer’s, or baker’s
shop �n the c�ty left ungutted; even the pr�vate houses were entered,
the�r cellars empt�ed, and the�r closets p�llaged. At the doctor’s—d�d
you ever hear of such a th�ng? I caught one b�g fellow devour�ng the
soap. But the cellar was the place where they d�d most m�sch�ef; we
could hear them from upsta�rs smash�ng the bottles and yell�ng l�ke
demons, and they drew the sp�gots of the casks, so that the place
was flooded w�th w�ne; when they came out the�r hands were red
w�th the good w�ne they had sp�lled. And to show what happens,
men when they make such brutes of themselves: a sold�er found a
large bottle of laudanum and drank �t all down, �n sp�te of Mons�eur
Dal�champ’s efforts to prevent h�m. The poor wretch was �n horr�ble
agony when I came away; he must be dead by th�s t�me.”

A great shudder ran through her, and she put her hand to her eyes
to shut out the horr�d s�ght.

“No, no! I cannot bear �t; I saw too much!”
Father Fouchard had crossed the road and stat�oned h�mself at

the open w�ndow where he could hear, and the tale of p�llage made
h�m uneasy; he had been told that the Pruss�ans pa�d for all they
took; were they go�ng to start out as robbers at that late day?
Maur�ce and Jean, too, were deeply �nterested �n those deta�ls about
an enemy whom the g�rl had seen, and whom they had not



succeeded �n sett�ng eyes on �n the�r whole month’s campa�gn�ng,
wh�le Honoré, pens�ve and w�th dry, parched l�ps, was consc�ous
only of the sound of her vo�ce; he could th�nk of noth�ng save her and
the m�sfortune that had parted them.

Just then the door of the adjo�n�ng room was opened, and l�ttle
Charlot appeared. He had heard h�s mother’s vo�ce, and came
trott�ng �nto the apartment �n h�s n�ghtgown to g�ve her a k�ss. He was
a chubby, p�nk l�ttle urch�n, large and strong for h�s age, w�th a thatch
of curl�ng, straw-colored ha�r and b�g blue eyes. S�lv�ne sh�vered at
h�s sudden appearance, as �f the s�ght of h�m had recalled to her
m�nd the �mage of someone else that affected her d�sagreeably. D�d
she no longer recogn�ze h�m, then, her darl�ng ch�ld, that she looked
at h�m thus, as �f he were some evocat�on of that horr�d n�ghtmare!
She burst �nto tears.

“My poor, poor ch�ld!” she excla�med, and clasped h�m w�ldly to her
breast, wh�le Honoré, ghastly pale, noted how str�k�ngly l�ke the l�ttle
one was to Gol�ah; the same broad, p�nk face, the true Teuton�c type,
�n all the health and strength of rosy, sm�l�ng ch�ldhood. The son of
the Pruss�an, the Pruss�an, as the pothouse w�ts of Rem�lly had
styled h�m! And the French mother, who sat there, press�ng h�m to
her bosom, her heart st�ll bleed�ng w�th the recollect�on of the cruel
s�ghts she had w�tnessed that day!

“My poor ch�ld, be good; come w�th me back to bed. Say good-
n�ght, my poor ch�ld.”

She van�shed, bear�ng h�m away. When she returned from the
adjo�n�ng room she was no longer weep�ng; her face wore �ts
customary express�on of calm and courageous res�gnat�on.

It was Honoré who, w�th a trembl�ng vo�ce, started the
conversat�on aga�n.

“And what d�d the Pruss�ans do then?”
“Ah, yes; the Pruss�ans. Well, they plundered r�ght and left,

destroy�ng everyth�ng, eat�ng and dr�nk�ng all they could lay hands
on. They stole l�nen as well, napk�ns and sheets, and even curta�ns,
tear�ng them �n str�ps to make bandages for the�r feet. I saw some
whose feet were one raw lump of flesh, so long and hard had been
the�r march. One l�ttle group I saw, seated at the edge of the gutter



before the doctor’s house, who had taken off the�r shoes and were
bandag�ng themselves w�th handsome chem�ses, tr�mmed w�th lace,
stolen, doubtless, from pretty Madame Lefevre, the manufacturer’s
w�fe. The p�llage went on unt�l n�ght. The houses had no doors or
w�ndows left, and one pass�ng �n the street could look w�th�n and see
the wrecked furn�ture, a scene of destruct�on that would have
aroused the anger of a sa�nt. For my part, I was almost w�ld, and
could rema�n there no longer. They tr�ed �n va�n to keep me, tell�ng
me that the roads were blocked, that I would certa�nly be k�lled; I
started, and as soon as I was out of Raucourt, struck off to the r�ght
and took to the f�elds. Carts, loaded w�th wounded French and
Pruss�ans, were com�ng �n from Beaumont. Two passed qu�te close
to me �n the darkness; I could hear the shr�eks and groans, and I ran,
oh! how I ran, across f�elds, through woods, I could not beg�n to tell
you where, except that I made a w�de c�rcu�t over toward V�llers.

“Tw�ce I thought I heard sold�ers com�ng and h�d, but the only
person I met was another woman, a fug�t�ve l�ke myself. She was
from Beaumont, she sa�d, and she told me th�ngs too horr�ble to
repeat. After that we ran harder than ever. And at last I am here, so
wretched, oh! so wretched w�th what I have seen!”

Her tears flowed aga�n �n such abundance as to choke her
utterance. The horrors of the day kept r�s�ng to her memory and
would not down; she related the story that the woman of Beaumont
had told her. That person l�ved �n the ma�n street of the v�llage,
where she had w�tnessed the passage of all the German art�llery
after n�ghtfall. The column was accompan�ed on e�ther s�de of the
road by a f�le of sold�ers bear�ng torches of p�tch-p�ne, wh�ch
�llum�nated the scene w�th the red glare of a great conflagrat�on, and
between the flar�ng, smok�ng l�ghts the �mpetuous torrent of horses,
guns, and men tore onward at a mad gallop. The�r feet were w�nged
w�th the t�reless speed of v�ctory as they rushed on �n dev�l�sh pursu�t
of the French, to overtake them �n some last d�tch and crush them,
ann�h�late them there. They stopped for noth�ng; on, on they went,
heedless of what lay �n the�r way. Horses fell; the�r traces were
�mmed�ately cut, and they were left to be ground and torn by the
p�t�less wheels unt�l they were a shapeless, bleed�ng mass. Human
be�ngs, pr�soners and wounded men, who attempted to cross the



road, were ruthlessly borne down and shared the�r fate. Although the
men were dy�ng w�th hunger the f�erce hurr�cane poured on
unchecked; was a loaf thrown to the dr�vers, they caught �t fly�ng; the
torch-bearers passed sl�ces of meat to them on the end of the�r
bayonets, and then, w�th the same steel that had served that
purpose, goaded the�r maddened horses on to further effort. And the
n�ght grew old, and st�ll the art�llery was pass�ng, w�th the mad roar of
a tempest let loose upon the land, am�d the frant�c cheer�ng of the
men.

Maur�ce’s fat�gue was too much for h�m, and notw�thstand�ng the
�nterest w�th wh�ch he l�stened to S�lv�ne’s narrat�ve, after the
substant�al meal he had eaten he let h�s head decl�ne upon the table
on h�s crossed arms. Jean’s res�stance lasted a l�ttle longer, but
presently he too was overcome and fell dead asleep at the other end
of the table. Father Fouchard had gone and taken h�s pos�t�on �n the
road aga�n; Honoré was alone w�th S�lv�ne, who was seated,
mot�onless, before the st�ll open w�ndow.

The art�lleryman rose, and draw�ng h�s cha�r to the w�ndow,
stat�oned h�mself there bes�de her. The deep peacefulness of the
n�ght was �nst�nct w�th the breath�ng of the mult�tude that lay lost �n
slumber there, but on �t now rose other and louder sounds; the
stra�n�ng and creak�ng of the br�dge, the hollow rumble of wheels; the
art�llery was cross�ng on the half-submerged structure. Horses
reared and plunged �n terror at s�ght of the sw�ft-runn�ng stream, the
wheel of a ca�sson ran over the guard-ra�l; �mmed�ately a hundred
strong arms se�zed the encumbrance and hurled the heavy veh�cle
to the bottom of the r�ver that �t m�ght not obstruct the passage. And
as the young man watched the slow, to�lsome retreat along the
oppos�te bank, a movement that had commenced the day before and
certa�nly would not be ended by the com�ng dawn, he could not help
th�nk�ng of that other art�llery that had gone storm�ng through
Beaumont, bear�ng down all before �t, crush�ng men and horses �n �ts
path that �t m�ght not be delayed the fract�on of a second.

Honoré drew h�s cha�r nearer to S�lv�ne, and �n the shudder�ng
darkness, al�ve w�th all those sounds of menace, gently wh�spered:

“You are unhappy?”



“Oh! yes; so unhappy!”
She was consc�ous of the subject on wh�ch he was about to

speak, and her head sank sorrowfully on her bosom.
“Tell me, how d�d �t happen? I w�sh to know.”
But she could not f�nd words to answer h�m.
“D�d he take advantage of you, or was �t w�th your consent?”
Then she stammered, �n a vo�ce that was barely aud�ble:
“Mon D�eu! I do not know; I swear to you, I do not know, more than

a babe unborn. I w�ll not l�e to you—I cannot! No, I have no excuse to
offer; I cannot say he beat me. You had left me, I was bes�de myself,
and �t happened, how, I cannot, no, I cannot tell!”

Sobs choked her utterance, and he, ashy pale and w�th a great
lump r�s�ng �n h�s throat, wa�ted s�lently for a moment. The thought
that she was unw�ll�ng to tell h�m a l�e, however, was an
assuagement to h�s rage and gr�ef; he went on to quest�on her
further, anx�ous to know the many th�ngs, that as yet he had been
unable to understand.

“My father has kept you here, �t seems?”
She repl�ed w�th her res�gned, courageous a�r, w�thout ra�s�ng her

eyes:
“I work hard for h�m, �t does not cost much to keep me, and as

there �s now another mouth to feed he has taken advantage of �t to
reduce my wages. He knows well enough that now, when he orders,
there �s noth�ng left for me but to obey.”

“But why do you stay w�th h�m?”
The quest�on surpr�sed her so that she looked h�m �n the face.
“Where would you have me go? Here my l�ttle one and I have at

least a home and enough to keep us from starv�ng.”
They were s�lent aga�n, both �ntently read�ng �n the other’s eyes,

wh�le up the shadowy valley the sounds of the sleep�ng camp came
fa�ntly to the�r ears, and the dull rumble of wheels upon the br�dge of
boats went on unceas�ngly. There was a shr�ek, the loud, despa�r�ng
cry of man or beast �n mortal per�l, that passed, unspeakably
mournful, through the dark n�ght.



“L�sten, S�lv�ne,” Honoré slowly and feel�ngly went on; “you sent
me a letter that afforded me great pleasure. I should have never
come back here, but that letter—I have been read�ng �t aga�n th�s
even�ng—speaks of th�ngs that could not have been expressed more
del�cately—”

She had turned pale when f�rst she heard the subject ment�oned.
Perhaps he was angry that she had dared to wr�te to h�m, l�ke one
devo�d of shame; then, as h�s mean�ng became more clear, her face
reddened w�th del�ght.

“I know you to be truthful, and know�ng �t, I bel�eve what you wrote
�n that letter—yes, I bel�eve �t now �mpl�c�tly. You were r�ght �n
suppos�ng that, �f I were to d�e �n battle w�thout see�ng you aga�n, �t
would be a great sorrow to me to leave th�s world w�th the thought
that you no longer loved me. And therefore, s�nce you love me st�ll,
s�nce I am your f�rst and only love—” H�s tongue became th�ck, h�s
emot�on was so deep that express�on fa�led h�m. “L�sten, S�lv�ne; �f
those beasts of Pruss�ans let me l�ve, you shall yet be m�ne, yes, as
soon as I have served my t�me out we w�ll be marr�ed.”

She rose and stood erect upon her feet, gave a cry of joy, and
threw herself upon the young man’s bosom. She could not speak a
word; every drop of blood �n her ve�ns was �n her cheeks. He seated
h�mself upon the cha�r and drew her down upon h�s lap.

“I have thought the matter over carefully; �t was to say what I have
sa�d that I came here th�s even�ng. Should my father refuse us h�s
consent, the earth �s large; we w�ll go away. And your l�ttle one, no
one shall harm h�m, mon D�eu! More w�ll come along, and among
them all I shall not know h�m from the others.”

She was forg�ven, fully and ent�rely. Such happ�ness seemed too
great to be true; she res�sted, murmur�ng:

“No, �t cannot be; �t �s too much; perhaps you m�ght repent your
generos�ty some day. But how good �t �s of you, Honoré, and how I
love you!”

He s�lenced her w�th a k�ss upon the l�ps, and strength was
want�ng her longer to put as�de the great, the unhoped-for good
fortune that had come to her; a l�fe of happ�ness where she had
looked forward to one of lonel�ness and sorrow! W�th an �nvoluntary,



�rres�st�ble �mpulse she threw her arms about h�m, k�ss�ng h�m aga�n
and aga�n, stra�n�ng h�m to her bosom w�th all her woman’s strength,
as a treasure that was lost and found aga�n, that was hers, hers
alone, that thenceforth no one was ever to take from her. He was
hers once more, he whom she had lost, and she would d�e rather
than let anyone depr�ve her of h�m.

At that moment confused sounds reached the�r ears; the sleep�ng
camp was awak�ng am�d a tumult that rose and f�lled the dark vault
of heaven. Hoarse vo�ces were shout�ng orders, bugles were
sound�ng, drums beat�ng, and from the naked f�elds shadowy forms
were seen emerg�ng �n �nd�st�ngu�shable masses, a surg�ng,
b�llow�ng sea whose waves were already stream�ng downward to the
road beneath. The f�res on the banks of the stream were dy�ng down;
all that could be seen there was masses of men mov�ng confusedly
to and fro; �t was not even poss�ble to tell �f the movement across the
r�ver was st�ll �n progress. Never had the shades of n�ght ve�led such
depths of d�stress, such abject m�sery of terror.

Father Fouchard came to the w�ndow and shouted that the troops
were mov�ng. Jean and Maur�ce awoke, st�ff and sh�ver�ng, and got
on the�r feet. Honoré took S�lv�ne’s hands �n h�s and gave them a
sw�ft part�ng clasp.

“It �s a prom�se. Wa�t for me.”
She could f�nd no word to say �n answer, but all her soul went out

to h�m �n one long, last look, as he leaped from the w�ndow and
hurr�ed away to f�nd h�s battery.

“Good-by, father!”
“Good-by, my boy!”
And that was all; peasant and sold�er parted as they had met,

w�thout embrac�ng, l�ke a father and son whose ex�stence was of
l�ttle �mport to each other.

Maur�ce and Jean also left the farmhouse, and descended the
steep h�ll on a run. When they reached the bottom the 106th was
nowhere to be found; the reg�ments had all moved off. They made
�nqu�r�es, runn�ng th�s way and that, and were d�rected f�rst one way
and then another. At last, when they had near lost the�r w�ts �n the



fearful confus�on, they stumbled on the�r company, under the
command of L�eutenant Rochas; as for the reg�ment and Capta�n
Beaudo�n, no one could say where they were. And Maur�ce was
astounded when he not�ced for the f�rst t�me that that mob of men,
guns, and horses was leav�ng Rem�lly and tak�ng the Sedan road
that lay on the left bank. Someth�ng was wrong aga�n; the passage
of the Meuse was abandoned, they were �n full retreat to the north!

An off�cer of chasseurs, who was stand�ng near, spoke up �n a
loud vo�ce:

“Nom de D�eu! the t�me for us to make the movement was the
28th, when we were at Chêne!”

Others were more expl�c�t �n the�r �nformat�on; fresh news had
been rece�ved. About two o’clock �n the morn�ng one of Marshal
MacMahon’s a�des had come r�d�ng up to say to General Douay that
the whole army was ordered to retreat �mmed�ately on Sedan,
w�thout loss of a m�nute’s t�me. The d�saster of the 5th corps at
Beaumont had �nvolved the three other corps. The general, who was
at that t�me down at the br�dge of boats super�ntend�ng operat�ons,
was �n despa�r that only a port�on of h�s 3d d�v�s�on had so far
crossed the stream; �t would soon be day, and they were l�able to be
attacked at any moment. He therefore sent �nstruct�ons to the
several organ�zat�ons of h�s command to make at once for Sedan,
each �ndependently of the others, by the most d�rect roads, wh�le he
h�mself, leav�ng orders to burn the br�dge of boats, took the road on
the left bank w�th h�s 2d d�v�s�on and the art�llery, and the 3d d�v�s�on
pursued that on the r�ght bank; the 1st, that had felt the enemy’s
claws at Beaumont, was fly�ng �n d�sorder across the country, no one
knew where. Of the 7th corps, that had not seen a battle, all that
rema�ned were those scattered, �ncoherent fragments, lost among
lanes and by-roads, runn�ng away �n the darkness.

It was not yet three o’clock, and the n�ght was as black as ever.
Maur�ce, although he knew the country, could not make out where
they were �n the no�sy, surg�ng throng that f�lled the road from d�tch
to d�tch, pour�ng onward l�ke a brawl�ng mounta�n stream.
Interspersed among the reg�ments were many fug�t�ves from the rout
at Beaumont, �n ragged un�forms, begr�med w�th blood and d�rt, who



�noculated the others w�th the�r own terror. Down the w�de valley,
from the wooded h�lls across the stream, came one un�versal, all-
pervad�ng uproar, the scurry�ng tramp of other hosts �n sw�ft retreat;
the 1st corps, com�ng from Car�gnan and Douzy, the 12th fly�ng from
Mouzon w�th the shattered remnants of the 5th, moved l�ke puppets
and dr�ven onward, all of them, by that one same, �nexorable,
�rres�st�ble pressure that s�nce the 28th had been urg�ng the army
northward and dr�v�ng �t �nto the trap where �t was to meet �ts doom.

Day broke as Maur�ce’s company was pass�ng through Pont
Maug�s, and then he recogn�zed the�r local�ty, the h�lls of L�ry to the
left, the Meuse runn�ng bes�de the road on the r�ght. Baze�lles and
Balan presented an �nexpress�bly funereal aspect, loom�ng among
the exhalat�ons of the meadows �n the ch�ll, wan l�ght of dawn, wh�le
aga�nst the somber background of her great forests Sedan was
prof�led �n l�v�d outl�nes, �nd�st�nct as the creat�on of some h�deous
n�ghtmare. When they had left Wadel�ncourt beh�nd them and were
come at last to the Torcy gate, the governor long refused them
adm�ss�on; he only y�elded, after a protracted conference, upon the�r
threat to storm the place. It was f�ve o’clock when at last the 7th
corps, weary, cold, and hungry, entered Sedan.



VIII.

In the crush on the Place de Torcy that ensued upon the entrance
of the troops �nto the c�ty Jean became separated from Maur�ce, and
all h�s attempts to f�nd h�m aga�n among the surg�ng crowd were
fru�tless. It was a p�ece of extreme �ll-luck, for he had accepted the
young man’s �nv�tat�on to go w�th h�m to h�s s�ster’s, where there
would be rest and food for them, and even the luxury of a
comfortable bed. The confus�on was so great—the reg�ments
d�s�ntegrated, no d�sc�pl�ne, and no off�cers to enforce �t—that the
men were free to do pretty much as they pleased. There was plenty
of t�me to look about them and hunt up the�r commands; they would
have a few hours of sleep f�rst.

Jean �n h�s bew�lderment found h�mself on the v�aduct of Torcy,
overlook�ng the broad meadows wh�ch, by the governor’s orders,
had been flooded w�th water from the r�ver. Then, pass�ng through
another archway and cross�ng the Pont de Meuse, he entered the
old, rampart-g�rt c�ty, where, among the tall and crowded houses and
the damp, narrow streets, �t seemed to h�m that n�ght was
descend�ng aga�n, notw�thstand�ng the �ncreas�ng dayl�ght. He could
not so much as remember the name of Maur�ce’s brother-�n-law; he
only knew that h�s s�ster’s name was Henr�ette. The outlook was not
encourag�ng; all that kept h�m awake was the automat�c movement
of walk�ng; he felt that he should drop were he to stop. The �nd�st�nct
r�ng�ng �n h�s ears was the same that �s exper�enced by one
drown�ng; he was only consc�ous of the ceaseless onpour�ng of the
stream of men and an�mals that carr�ed h�m along w�th �t on �ts
current. He had partaken of food at Rem�lly, sleep was now h�s great
necess�ty; and the same was true of the shadowy bands that he saw
fl�tt�ng past h�m �n those strange, fantast�c streets. At every moment



a man would s�nk upon the s�dewalk or tumble �nto a doorway, and
there would rema�n, as �f struck by death.

Ra�s�ng h�s eyes, Jean read upon a s�gnboard: Avenue de la
Sous-Prefecture. At the end of the street was a monument stand�ng
�n a publ�c garden, and at the corner of the avenue he beheld a
horseman, a chasseur d’Afr�que, whose face seemed fam�l�ar to h�m.
Was �t not Prosper, the young man from Rem�lly, whom he had seen
�n Maur�ce’s company at Vouz�ers? Perhaps he had been sent �n
w�th d�spatches. He had d�smounted, and h�s skeleton of a horse, so
weak that he could scarcely stand, was try�ng to sat�sfy h�s hunger
by gnaw�ng at the ta�l-board of an army wagon that was drawn up
aga�nst the curb. There had been no forage for the an�mals for the
last two days, and they were l�terally dy�ng of starvat�on. The b�g
strong teeth rasped p�t�fully on the woodwork of the wagon, wh�le the
sold�er stood by and wept as he watched the poor brute.

Jean was mov�ng away when �t occurred to h�m that the trooper
m�ght be able to g�ve h�m the address of Maur�ce’s s�ster. He
returned, but the other was gone, and �t would have been useless to
attempt to f�nd h�m �n that dense throng. He was utterly
d�sheartened, and wander�ng a�mlessly from street to street at last
found h�mself aga�n before the Sous-Prefecture, whence he
struggled onward to the Place Turenne. Here he was comforted for
an �nstant by catch�ng s�ght of L�eutenant Rochas, stand�ng �n front
of the Hôtel de V�lle w�th a few men of h�s company, at the foot of the
statue he had seen before; �f he could not f�nd h�s fr�end he could at
all events rejo�n the reg�ment and have a tent to sleep under. Noth�ng
had been seen of Capta�n Beaudo�n; doubtless he had been swept
away �n the press and landed �n some place far away, wh�le the
l�eutenant was endeavor�ng to collect h�s scattered men and
fru�tlessly �nqu�r�ng of everyone he met where d�v�s�on headquarters
were. As he advanced �nto the c�ty, however, h�s numbers, �nstead of
�ncreas�ng, dw�ndled. One man, w�th the gestures of a lunat�c,
entered an �nn and was seen no more. Three others were halted �n
front of a grocer’s shop by a party of zouaves who had obta�ned
possess�on of a small cask of brandy; one was already ly�ng
senseless �n the gutter, wh�le the other two tr�ed to get away, but
were too stup�d and dazed to move. Loubet and Chouteau had



nudged each other w�th the elbow and d�sappeared down a bl�nd
alley �n pursu�t of a fat woman w�th a loaf of bread, so that all who
rema�ned w�th the l�eutenant were Pache and Lapoulle, w�th some
ten or a dozen more.

Rochas was stand�ng by the base of the bronze statue of Turenne,
mak�ng hero�c efforts to keep h�s eyes open. When he recogn�zed
Jean he murmured:

“Ah, �s �t you, corporal? Where are your men?”
Jean, by a gesture express�ve �n �ts vagueness, �nt�mated that he

d�d not know, but Pache, po�nt�ng to Lapoulle, answered w�th tears �n
h�s eyes:

“Here we are; there are none left but us two. The merc�ful Lord
have p�ty on our suffer�ngs; �t �s too hard!”

The other, the colossus w�th the colossal appet�te, looked hungr�ly
at Jean’s hands, as �f to reproach them for be�ng always empty �n
those days. Perhaps, �n h�s half-sleep�ng state, he had dreamed that
Jean was away at the comm�ssary’s for rat�ons.

“D——n the luck!” he grumbled, “we’ll have to t�ghten up our belts
another hole!”

Gaude, the bugler, was lean�ng aga�nst the �ron ra�l�ng, wa�t�ng for
the l�eutenant’s order to sound the assembly; sleep came to h�m so
suddenly that he sl�d from h�s pos�t�on and w�th�n a second was ly�ng
flat on h�s back, unconsc�ous. One by one they all succumbed to the
drowsy �nfluence and snored �n concert, except Sergeant Sap�n
alone, who, w�th h�s l�ttle p�nched nose �n h�s small pale face, stood
star�ng w�th d�stended eyes at the hor�zon of that strange c�ty, as �f
try�ng to read h�s dest�ny there.

L�eutenant Rochas meant�me had y�elded to an �rres�st�ble �mpulse
and seated h�mself on the ground. He attempted to g�ve an order.

“Corporal, you w�ll—you w�ll—”
And that was as far as he could proceed, for fat�gue sealed h�s

l�ps, and l�ke the rest he suddenly sank down and was lost �n
slumber.

Jean, not car�ng to share h�s comrades’ fate and p�llow h�s head
on the hard stones, moved away; he was bent on f�nd�ng a bed �n



wh�ch to sleep. At a w�ndow of the Hotel of the Golden Cross, on the
oppos�te s�de of the square, he caught a gl�mpse of General
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, already half-undressed and on the po�nt of
tast�ng the luxury of clean wh�te sheets. Why should he be more self-
deny�ng than the rest of them? he asked h�mself; why should he
suffer longer? And just then a name came to h�s recollect�on that
caused h�m a thr�ll of del�ght, the name of the manufacturer �n whose
employment Maur�ce’s brother-�n-law was. M. Delaherche! yes, that
was �t. He accosted an old man who happened to be pass�ng.

“Can you tell me where M. Delaherche l�ves?”
“In the Rue Maqua, near the corner of the Rue au Beurre; you

can’t m�stake �t; �t �s a b�g house, w�th statues �n the garden.”
The old man turned away, but presently came runn�ng back. “I see

you belong to the 106th. If �t �s your reg�ment you are look�ng for, �t
left the c�ty by the Château, down there. I just met the colonel,
Mons�eur de V�neu�l; I used to know h�m when he l�ved at Méz�ères.”

But Jean went h�s way, w�th an angry gesture of �mpat�ence. No,
no! no sleep�ng on the hard ground for h�m, now that he was certa�n
of f�nd�ng Maur�ce. And yet he could not help feel�ng a tw�nge of
remorse as he thought of the d�gn�f�ed old colonel, who stood fat�gue
so manfully �n sp�te of h�s years, shar�ng the suffer�ngs of h�s men,
w�th no more luxur�ous shelter than h�s tent. He strode across the
Grande Rue w�th rap�d steps and soon was �n the m�dst of the tumult
and uproar of the c�ty; there he ha�led a small boy, who conducted
h�m to the Rue Maqua.

There �t was that �n the last century a grand-uncle of the present
Delaherche had bu�lt the monumental structure that had rema�ned �n
the fam�ly a hundred and s�xty years. There �s more than one cloth
factory �n Sedan that dates back to the early years of Lou�s XV.;
enormous p�les, they are, cover�ng as much ground as the Louvre,
and w�th stately facades of royal magn�f�cence. The one �n the Rue
Maqua was three stor�es h�gh, and �ts tall w�ndows were adorned
w�th carv�ngs of severe s�mpl�c�ty, wh�le the palat�al courtyard �n the
center was f�lled w�th grand old trees, g�gant�c elms that were coeval
w�th the bu�ld�ng �tself. In �t three generat�ons of Delaherches had
amassed comfortable fortunes for themselves. The father of Charles,



the propr�etor �n our t�me, had �nher�ted the property from a cous�n
who had d�ed w�thout be�ng blessed w�th ch�ldren, so that �t was now
a younger branch that was �n possess�on. The affa�rs of the house
had prospered under the father’s control, but he was someth�ng of a
blade and a ro�sterer, and h�s w�fe’s ex�stence w�th h�m was not one
of unm�xed happ�ness; the consequence of wh�ch was that the lady,
when she became a w�dow, not car�ng to see a repet�t�on by the son
of the performances of the father, made haste to f�nd a w�fe for h�m �n
the person of a s�mple-m�nded and exceed�ngly devout young
woman, and subsequently kept h�m t�ed to her apron str�ng unt�l he
had atta�ned the mature age of f�fty and over. But no one �n th�s
trans�tory world can tell what t�me has �n store for h�m; when the
devout young person’s t�me came to leave th�s l�fe Delaherche, who
had known none of the joys of youth, fell head over ears �n love w�th
a young w�dow of Charlev�lle, pretty Madame Mag�not, who had
been the subject of some goss�p �n her day, and �n the autumn
preced�ng the events recorded �n th�s h�story had marr�ed her, �n
sp�te of all h�s mother’s prayers and tears. It �s proper to add that
Sedan, wh�ch �s very stra�tlaced �n �ts not�ons of propr�ety, has
always been �ncl�ned to frown on Charlev�lle, the c�ty of laughter and
lev�ty. And then aga�n the marr�age would never have been effected
but for the fact that G�lberte’s uncle was Colonel de V�neu�l, who �t
was supposed would soon be made a general. Th�s relat�onsh�p and
the �dea that he had marr�ed �nto army c�rcles was to the cloth
manufacturer a source of great del�ght.

That morn�ng Delaherche, when he learned that the army was to
pass through Mouzon, had �nv�ted We�ss, h�s accountant, to
accompany h�m on that carr�age r�de of wh�ch we have heard Father
Fouchard speak to Maur�ce. Tall and stout, w�th a flor�d complex�on,
prom�nent nose and th�ck l�ps, he was of a cheerful, sangu�ne
temperament and had all the French bourgeo�s’ boy�sh love for a
handsome d�splay of troops. Hav�ng ascerta�ned from the apothecary
at Mouzon that the Emperor was at Baybel, a farm �n the v�c�n�ty, he
had dr�ven up there; had seen the monarch, and even had been near
speak�ng to h�m, an adventure of such thr�ll�ng �nterest that he had
talked of �t �ncessantly ever s�nce h�s return. But what a terr�ble
return that had been, over roads choked w�th the pan�c-str�cken



fug�t�ves from Beaumont! twenty t�mes the�r cabr�olet was near be�ng
overturned �nto the d�tch. Obstacle after obstacle they had
encountered, and �t was n�ght before the two men reached home.
The element of the trag�c and unforeseen there was �n the whole
bus�ness, that army that Delaherche had dr�ven out to pass �n rev�ew
and wh�ch had brought h�m home w�th �t, whether he would or no, �n
the mad gallop of �ts retreat, made h�m repeat aga�n and aga�n
dur�ng the�r long dr�ve:

“I supposed �t was mov�ng on Verdun and would have g�ven
anyth�ng rather than m�ss see�ng �t. Ah well! I have seen �t now, and I
am afra�d we shall see more of �t �n Sedan than we des�re.”

The follow�ng morn�ng he was awakened at f�ve o’clock by the
hubbub, l�ke the roar of water escap�ng from a broken dam, made by
the 7th corps as �t streamed through the c�ty; he dressed �n haste
and went out, and almost the f�rst person he set eyes on �n the Place
Turenne was Capta�n Beaudo�n. When pretty Madame Mag�not was
l�v�ng at Charlev�lle the year before the capta�n had been one of her
best fr�ends, and G�lberte had �ntroduced h�m to her husband before
they were marr�ed. Rumor had �t that the capta�n had abd�cated h�s
pos�t�on as f�rst favor�te and made way for the cloth merchant from
mot�ves of del�cacy, not car�ng to stand �n the way of the great good
fortune that seemed com�ng to h�s fa�r fr�end.

“Hallo, �s that you?” excla�med Delaherche. “Good Heavens, what
a state you’re �n!”

It was but too true; the dand�f�ed Beaudo�n, usually so tr�m and
spruce, presented a sorry spectacle that morn�ng �n h�s so�led
un�form and w�th h�s gr�my face and hands. Greatly to h�s d�sgust he
had had a party of Turcos for travel�ng compan�ons, and could not
expla�n how he had become separated from h�s company. L�ke all
the others he was ready to drop w�th fat�gue and hunger, but that
was not what most affl�cted h�m; he had not been able to change h�s
l�nen s�nce leav�ng Rhe�ms, and was �nconsolable.

“Just th�nk of �t!” he wa�led, “those �d�ots, those scoundrels, lost my
baggage at Vouz�ers. If I ever catch them I w�ll break every bone �n
the�r body! And now I haven’t a th�ng, not a handkerch�ef, not a pa�r
of socks! Upon my word, �t �s enough to make one mad!”



Delaherche was for tak�ng h�m home to h�s house forthw�th, but he
res�sted. No, no; he was no longer a human be�ng, he would not
fr�ghten people out of the�r w�ts. The manufacturer had to make
solemn oath that ne�ther h�s w�fe nor h�s mother had r�sen yet; and
bes�des he should have soap, water, l�nen, everyth�ng he needed.

It was seven o’clock when Capta�n Beaudo�n, hav�ng done what
he could w�th the means at h�s d�sposal to �mprove h�s appearance,
and comforted by the sensat�on of wear�ng under h�s un�form a clean
sh�rt of h�s host’s, made h�s appearance �n the spac�ous, h�gh-ce�led
d�n�ng room w�th �ts somber wa�nscot�ng. The elder Madame
Delaherche was already there, for she was always on foot at
daybreak, notw�thstand�ng she was seventy-e�ght years old. Her ha�r
was snowy wh�te; �n her long, lean face was a nose almost
preternaturally th�n and sharp and a mouth that had long s�nce
forgotten how to laugh. She rose, and w�th stately pol�teness �nv�ted
the capta�n to be seated before one of the cups of café au la�t that
stood on the table.

“But, perhaps, s�r, you would prefer meat and w�ne after the fat�gue
to wh�ch you have been subjected?”

He decl�ned the offer, however. “A thousand thanks, madame; a
l�ttle m�lk, w�th bread and butter, w�ll be best for me.”

At that moment a door was smartly opened and G�lberte entered
the room w�th outstretched hand. Delaherche must have told her
who was there, for her ord�nary hour of r�s�ng was ten o’clock. She
was tall, l�the of form and well-proport�oned, w�th an abundance of
handsome black ha�r, a pa�r of handsome black eyes, and a very
rosy, wholesome complex�on w�thal; she had a laugh�ng, rather free
and easy way w�th her, and �t d�d not seem poss�ble she could ever
look angry. Her pe�gno�r of be�ge, embro�dered w�th red s�lk, was
ev�dently of Par�s�an manufacture.

“Ah, Capta�n,” she rap�dly sa�d, shak�ng hands w�th the young
man, “how n�ce of you to stop and see us, away up �n th�s out-of-the-
world place!” But she was the f�rst to see that she had “put her foot �n
�t” and laugh at her own blunder. “Oh, what a stup�d th�ng I am! I
m�ght know you would rather be somewhere else than at Sedan,
under the c�rcumstances. But I am very glad to see you once more.”



She showed �t; her face was br�ght and an�mated, wh�le Madame
Delaherche, who could not have fa�led to hear someth�ng of the
goss�p that had been current among the scandalmongers of
Charlev�lle, watched the pa�r closely w�th her pur�tan�cal a�r. The
capta�n was very reserved �n h�s behav�or, however, man�fest�ng
noth�ng more than a pleasant recollect�on of hosp�tal�t�es prev�ously
rece�ved �n the house where he was v�s�t�ng.

They had no more than sat down at table than Delaherche,
burn�ng to rel�eve h�mself of the subject that f�lled h�s m�nd,
commenced to relate h�s exper�ences of the day before.

“You know I saw the Emperor at Baybel.”
He was fa�rly started and noth�ng could stop h�m. He began by

descr�b�ng the farmhouse, a large structure w�th an �nter�or court,
surrounded by an �ron ra�l�ng, and s�tuated on a gentle em�nence
overlook�ng Mouzon, to the left of the Car�gnan road. Then he came
back to the 12th corps, whom he had v�s�ted �n the�r camp among the
v�nes on the h�lls�des; splend�d troops they were, w�th the�r
equ�pments br�ghtly sh�n�ng �n the sunl�ght, and the s�ght of them had
caused h�s heart to beat w�th patr�ot�c ardor.

“And there I was, s�r, when the Emperor, who had al�ghted to
breakfast and rest h�mself a b�t, came out of the farmhouse. He wore
a general’s un�form and carr�ed an overcoat across h�s arm, although
the sun was very hot. He was followed by a servant bear�ng a camp
stool. He d�d not look to me l�ke a well man; ah no, far from �t; h�s
stoop�ng form, the sallowness of h�s complex�on, the feebleness of
h�s movements, all �nd�cated h�m to be �n a very bad way. I was not
surpr�sed, for the drugg�st at Mouzon, when he recommended me to
dr�ve on to Baybel, told me that an a�de-de-camp had just been �n h�s
shop to get some med�c�ne—you understand what I mean, med�c�ne
for—” The presence of h�s w�fe and mother prevented h�m from
allud�ng more expl�c�tly to the nature of the Emperor’s compla�nt,
wh�ch was an obst�nate d�arrhea that he had contracted at Chêne
and wh�ch compelled h�m to make those frequent halts at houses
along the road. “Well, then, the attendant opened the camp stool and
placed �t �n the shade of a clump of trees at the edge of a f�eld of
wheat, and the Emperor sat down on �t. S�tt�ng there �n a l�mp,



dejected att�tude, perfectly st�ll, he looked for all the world l�ke a
small shopkeeper tak�ng a sun bath for h�s rheumat�sm. H�s dull eyes
wandered over the w�de hor�zon, the Meuse cours�ng through the
valley at h�s feet, before h�m the range of wooded he�ghts whose
summ�ts recede and are lost �n the d�stance, on the left the wav�ng
tree-tops of D�eulet forest, on the r�ght the verdure-clad em�nence of
Sommanthe. He was surrounded by h�s m�l�tary fam�ly, a�des and
off�cers of rank, and a colonel of dragoons, who had already appl�ed
to me for �nformat�on about the country, had just mot�oned me not to
go away, when all at once—” Delaherche rose from h�s cha�r, for he
had reached the po�nt where the dramat�c �nterest of h�s story
culm�nated and �t became necessary to re-enforce words by
gestures. “All at once there �s a success�on of sharp reports and r�ght
�n front of us, over the wood of D�eulet, shells are seen c�rcl�ng
through the a�r. It produced on me no more effect than a d�splay of
f�reworks �n broad dayl�ght, s�r, upon my word �t d�dn’t! The people
about the Emperor, of course, showed a good deal of ag�tat�on and
uneas�ness. The colonel of dragoons comes runn�ng up aga�n to ask
�f I can g�ve them an �dea whence the f�r�ng proceeds. I answer h�m
off-hand: ‘It �s at Beaumont; there �s not the sl�ghtest doubt about �t.’
He returns to the Emperor, on whose knees an a�de-de-camp was
unfold�ng a map. The Emperor was ev�dently of op�n�on that the
f�ght�ng was not at Beaumont, for he sent the colonel back to me a
th�rd t�me. But I couldn’t well do otherw�se than st�ck to what I had
sa�d before, could I, now? the more that the shells kept fly�ng through
the a�r, nearer and nearer, follow�ng the l�ne of the Mouzon road. And
then, s�r, as sure as I see you stand�ng there, I saw the Emperor turn
h�s pale face toward me. Yes s�r, he looked at me a moment w�th
those d�m eyes of h�s, that were f�lled w�th an express�on of
melancholy and d�strust. And then h�s face decl�ned upon h�s map
aga�n and he made no further movement.”

Delaherche, although he was an ardent Bonapart�st at the t�me of
the pleb�sc�te, had adm�tted after our early defeats that the
government was respons�ble for some m�stakes, but he stood up for
the dynasty, compass�onat�ng and excus�ng Napoleon III., dece�ved
and betrayed as he was by everyone. It was h�s f�rm op�n�on that the
men at whose door should be la�d the respons�b�l�ty for all our



d�sasters were none other than those Republ�can deput�es of the
oppos�t�on who had stood �n the way of vot�ng the necessary men
and money.

“And d�d the Emperor return to the farmhouse?” asked Capta�n
Beaudo�n.

“That’s more than I can say, my dear s�r; I left h�m s�tt�ng on h�s
stool. It was m�dday, the battle was draw�ng nearer, and �t occurred
to me that �t was t�me to be th�nk�ng of my own return. All that I can
tell you bes�des �s that a general to whom I po�nted out the pos�t�on
of Car�gnan �n the d�stance, �n the pla�n to our rear, appeared greatly
surpr�sed to learn that the Belg�an front�er lay �n that d�rect�on and
was only a few m�les away. Ah, that the poor Emperor should have
to rely on such servants!”

G�lberte, all sm�les, was g�v�ng her attent�on to the capta�n and
keep�ng h�m suppl�ed w�th buttered toast, as much at ease as she
had ever been �n bygone days when she rece�ved h�m �n her salon
dur�ng her w�dowhood. She �ns�sted that he should accept a bed w�th
them, but he decl�ned, and �t was agreed that he should rest for an
hour or two on a sofa �n Delaherche’s study before go�ng out to f�nd
h�s reg�ment. As he was tak�ng the sugar bowl from the young
woman’s hands old Madame Delaherche, who had kept her eye on
them, d�st�nctly saw h�m squeeze her f�ngers, and the old lady’s
susp�c�ons were conf�rmed. At that moment a servant came to the
door.

“Mons�eur, there �s a sold�er outs�de who wants to know the
address of Mons�eur We�ss.”

There was noth�ng “stuck-up” about Delaherche, people sa�d; he
was fond of popular�ty and was always del�ghted to have a chat w�th
those of an �nfer�or stat�on.

“He wants We�ss’s address! that’s odd. Br�ng the sold�er �n here.”
Jean entered the room �n such an exhausted state that he reeled

as �f he had been drunk. He started at see�ng h�s capta�n seated at
the table w�th two lad�es, and �nvoluntar�ly w�thdrew the hand that he
had extended toward a cha�r �n order to steady h�mself; he repl�ed
br�efly to the quest�ons of the manufacturer, who played h�s part of
the sold�er’s fr�end w�th great cord�al�ty. In a few words he expla�ned



h�s relat�on toward Maur�ce and the reason why he was look�ng for
h�m.

“He �s a corporal �n my company,” the capta�n f�nally sa�d by way of
cutt�ng short the conversat�on, and �naugurated a ser�es of quest�ons
on h�s own account to learn what had become of the reg�ment. As
Jean went on to tell that the colonel had been seen cross�ng the c�ty
to reach h�s camp at the head of what few men were left h�m,
G�lberte aga�n thoughtlessly spoke up, w�th the v�vac�ty of a woman
whose beauty �s supposed to atone for her �nd�scret�on:

“Oh! he �s my uncle; why does he not come and breakfast w�th us?
We could f�x up a room for h�m here. Can’t we send someone for
h�m?”

But the old lady d�scouraged the project w�th an author�ty there
was no d�sput�ng. The good old bourgeo�s blood of the front�er towns
flowed �n her ve�ns; her austerely patr�ot�c sent�ments were almost
those of a man. She broke the stern s�lence that she had preserved
dur�ng the meal by say�ng:

“Never m�nd Mons�eur de V�neu�l; he �s do�ng h�s duty.”
Her short speech was product�ve of embarrassment among the

party. Delaherche conducted the capta�n to h�s study, where he saw
h�m safely bestowed upon the sofa; G�lberte moved l�ghtly off about
her bus�ness, no more d�sconcerted by her rebuff than �s the b�rd that
shakes �ts w�ngs �n gay def�ance of the shower; wh�le the handma�d
to whom Jean had been �ntrusted led h�m by a very labyr�nth of
passages and sta�rcases through the var�ous departments of the
factory.

The We�ss fam�ly l�ved �n the Rue des Voyards, but the�r house,
wh�ch was Delaherche’s property, commun�cated w�th the great
structure �n the Rue Maqua. The Rue des Voyards was at that t�me
one of the most squal�d streets �n Sedan, be�ng noth�ng more than a
damp, narrow lane, �ts normal darkness �ntens�f�ed by the prox�m�ty
of the ramparts, wh�ch ran parallel to �t. The roofs of the tall houses
almost met, the dark passages were l�ke the mouths of caverns, and
more part�cularly so at that end where rose the h�gh college walls.
We�ss, however, w�th free quarters and free fuel on h�s th�rd floor,
found the locat�on a conven�ent one on account of �ts nearness to h�s



off�ce, to wh�ch he could descend �n sl�ppers w�thout hav�ng to go
around by the street. H�s l�fe had been a happy one s�nce h�s
marr�age w�th Henr�ette, so long the object of h�s hopes and w�shes
s�nce f�rst he came to know her at Chêne, f�ll�ng her dead mother’s
place when only s�x years old and keep�ng the house for her father,
the tax-collector; wh�le he, enter�ng the b�g ref�nery almost on the
foot�ng of a laborer, was p�ck�ng up an educat�on as best he could,
and f�tt�ng h�mself for the accountant’s pos�t�on wh�ch was the reward
of h�s unrem�tt�ng to�l. And even when he had atta�ned to that
measure of success h�s dream was not to be real�zed; not unt�l the
father had been removed by death, not unt�l the brother at Par�s had
been gu�lty of those excesses: that brother Maur�ce to whom h�s tw�n
s�ster had �n some sort made herself a servant, to whom she had
sacr�f�ced her l�ttle all to make h�m a gentleman—not unt�l then was
Henr�ette to be h�s w�fe. She had never been aught more than a l�ttle
drudge at home; she could barely read and wr�te; she had sold
house, furn�ture, all she had, to pay the young man’s debts, when
good, k�nd We�ss came to her w�th the offer of h�s sav�ngs, together
w�th h�s heart and h�s two strong arms; and she had accepted h�m
w�th grateful tears, br�ng�ng h�m �n return for h�s devot�on a steadfast,
v�rtuous affect�on, replete w�th tender esteem, �f not the storm�er
ardors of a pass�onate love. Fortune had sm�led on them;
Delaherche had spoken of g�v�ng We�ss an �nterest �n the bus�ness,
and when ch�ldren should come to bless the�r un�on the�r fel�c�ty
would be complete.

“Look out!” the servant sa�d to Jean; “the sta�rs are steep.”
He was stumbl�ng upward as well as the �ntense darkness of the

place would let h�m, when suddenly a door above was thrown open,
a broad belt of l�ght streamed out across the land�ng, and he heard a
soft vo�ce say�ng:

“It �s he.”
“Madame We�ss,” cr�ed the servant, “here �s a sold�er who has

been �nqu�r�ng for you.”
There came the sound of a low, pleased laugh, and the same soft

vo�ce repl�ed:



“Good! good! I know who �t �s.” Then to the corporal, who was
hes�tat�ng, rather d�ff�dently, on the land�ng: “Come �n, Mons�eur
Jean. Maur�ce has been here nearly two hours, and we have been
wonder�ng what deta�ned you.”

Then, �n the pale sunl�ght that f�lled the room, he saw how l�ke she
was to Maur�ce, w�th that wonderful resemblance that often makes
tw�ns so l�ke each other as to be �nd�st�ngu�shable. She was smaller
and sl�ghter than he, however; more frag�le �n appearance, w�th a
rather large mouth and del�cately molded features, surmounted by
an opulence of the most beaut�ful ha�r �mag�nable, of the golden
yellow of r�pened gra�n. The feature where she least resembled h�m
was her gray eyes, great calm, brave orbs, �nst�nct w�th the sp�r�t of
the grandfather, the hero of the Grand Army. She used few words,
was no�seless �n her movements, and was so gentle, so cheerful, so
helpfully act�ve that where she passed her presence seemed to
l�nger �n the a�r, l�ke a fragrant caress.

“Come th�s way, Mons�eur Jean,” she sa�d. “Everyth�ng w�ll soon
be ready for you.”

He stammered someth�ng �nart�culately, for h�s emot�on was such
that he could f�nd no word of thanks. In add�t�on to that h�s eyes were
clos�ng he beheld her through the �rres�st�ble drows�ness that was
settl�ng on h�m as a sea-fog dr�fts �n and settles on the land, �n wh�ch
she seemed float�ng �n a vague, unreal way, as �f her feet no longer
touched the earth. Could �t be that �t was all a del�ghtful appar�t�on,
that fr�endly young woman who sm�led on h�m w�th such sweet
s�mpl�c�ty? He fanc�ed for a moment that she had touched h�s hand
and that he had felt the pressure of hers, cool and f�rm, loyal as the
clasp of an old tr�ed fr�end.

That was the last moment �n wh�ch Jean was d�st�nctly consc�ous
of what was go�ng on about h�m. They were �n the d�n�ng room;
bread and meat were set out on the table, but for the l�fe of h�m he
could not have ra�sed a morsel to h�s l�ps. A man was there, seated
on a cha�r. Presently he knew �t was We�ss, whom he had seen at
Mülhausen, but he had no �dea what the man was say�ng w�th such a
sober, sorrowful a�r, w�th slow and emphat�c gestures. Maur�ce was
already sound asleep, w�th the tranqu�ll�ty of death rest�ng on h�s



face, on a bed that had been �mprov�sed for h�m bes�de the stove,
and Henr�ette was busy�ng herself about a sofa on wh�ch a mattress
had been thrown; she brought �n a bolster, p�llow and cover�ngs; w�th
n�mble, dexterous hands she spread the wh�te sheets, snowy wh�te,
dazzl�ng �n the�r wh�teness.

Ah! those clean, wh�te sheets, so long coveted, so ardently
des�red; Jean had eyes for naught save them. For s�x weeks he had
not had h�s clothes off, had not slept �n a bed. He was as �mpat�ent
as a ch�ld wa�t�ng for some prom�sed treat, or a lover expectant of h�s
m�stress’s com�ng; the t�me seemed long, terr�bly long to h�m, unt�l
he could plunge �nto those cool, wh�te depths and lose h�mself there.
Qu�ckly, as soon as he was alone, he removed h�s shoes and tossed
h�s un�form across a cha�r, then, w�th a deep s�gh of sat�sfact�on,
threw h�mself on the bed. He opened h�s eyes a l�ttle way for a last
look about h�m before h�s f�nal plunge �nto unconsc�ousness, and �n
the pale morn�ng l�ght that streamed �n through the lofty w�ndow
beheld a repet�t�on of h�s former pleasant v�s�on, only fa�nter, more
aer�al; a v�s�on of Henr�ette enter�ng the room on t�ptoe, and plac�ng
on the table at h�s s�de a water-jug and glass that had been forgotten
before. She seemed to l�nger there a moment, look�ng at the
sleep�ng pa�r, h�m and her brother, w�th her tranqu�l, �neffably tender
sm�le upon her l�ps, then faded �nto a�r, and he, between h�s wh�te
sheets, was as �f he were not.

Hours—or was �t years? sl�pped by; Jean and Maur�ce were l�ke
dead men, w�thout a dream, w�thout consc�ousness of the l�fe that
was w�th�n them. Whether �t was ten years or ten m�nutes, t�me had
stood st�ll for them; the overtaxed body had r�sen aga�nst �ts
oppressor and ann�h�lated the�r every faculty. They awoke
s�multaneously w�th a great start and looked at each other
�nqu�r�ngly; where were they? what had happened? how long had
they slept? The same pale l�ght was enter�ng through the tall w�ndow.
They felt as �f they had been racked; jo�nts st�ffer, l�mbs wear�er,
mouth more hot and dry than when they had la�n down; they could
not have slept more than an hour, fortunately. It d�d not surpr�se them
to see We�ss s�tt�ng where they had seen h�m before, �n the same
dejected att�tude, apparently wa�t�ng for them to awake.



“F�chtre!” excla�med Jean, “we must get up and report ourselves to
the f�rst sergeant before noon.”

He uttered a smothered cry of pa�n as he jumped to the floor and
began to dress.

“Before noon!” sa�d We�ss. “Are you aware that �t �s seven o’clock
�n the even�ng? You have slept about twelve hours.”

Great heavens, seven o’clock! They were thunderstruck. Jean,
who by that t�me was completely dressed, would have run for �t, but
Maur�ce, st�ll �n bed, found he no longer had control of h�s legs; how
were they ever to f�nd the�r comrades? would not the army have
marched away? They took We�ss to task for hav�ng let them sleep so
long. But the accountant shook h�s head sorrowfully and sa�d:

“You have done just as well to rema�n �n bed, for all that has been
accompl�shed.”

All that day, from early morn�ng, he had been scour�ng Sedan and
�ts env�rons �n quest of news, and was just come �n, d�scouraged w�th
the �nact�v�ty of the troops and the �nexpl�cable delay that had lost
them the whole of that prec�ous day, the 31st. The sole excuse was
that the men were worn out and rest was an absolute necess�ty for
them, but grant�ng that, he could not see why the retreat should not
have been cont�nued after g�v�ng them a few hours of repose.

“I do not pretend to be a judge of such matters,” he cont�nued, “but
I have a feel�ng, so strong as to be almost a conv�ct�on, that the army
�s very badly s�tuated at Sedan. The 12th corps �s at Baze�lles, where
there was a l�ttle f�ght�ng th�s morn�ng; the 1st �s strung out along the
G�vonne between la Moncelle and Holly, wh�le the 7th �s encamped
on the plateau of Flo�ng, and the 5th, what �s left of �t, �s crowded
together under the ramparts of the c�ty, on the s�de of the Château.
And that �s what alarms me, to see them all concentrated thus about
the c�ty, wa�t�ng for the com�ng of the Pruss�ans. If I were �n
command I would retreat on Méz�ères, and lose no t�me about �t,
e�ther. I know the country; �t �s the only l�ne of retreat that �s open to
us, and �f we take any other course we shall be dr�ven �nto Belg�um.
Come here! let me show you someth�ng.”

He took Jean by the hand and led h�m to the w�ndow.



“Tell me what you see over yonder on the crest of the h�lls.”
Look�ng from the w�ndow over the ramparts, over the adjacent

bu�ld�ngs, the�r v�ew embraced the valley of the Meuse to the
southward of Sedan. There was the r�ver, w�nd�ng through broad
meadows; there, to the left, was Rem�lly �n the background, Pont
Maug�s and Wadel�ncourt before them and Freno�s to the r�ght; and
shutt�ng �n the landscape the ranges of verdant h�lls, L�ry f�rst, then la
Marfée and la Cro�x P�au, w�th the�r dense forests. A deep
tranqu�ll�ty, a crystall�ne clearness re�gned over the w�de prospect
that lay there �n the mellow l�ght of the decl�n�ng day.

“Do you see that mov�ng l�ne of black upon the h�lltops, that
process�on of small black ants?”

Jean stared �n amazement, wh�le Maur�ce, kneel�ng on h�s bed,
craned h�s neck to see.

“Yes, yes!” they cr�ed. “There �s a l�ne, there �s another, and
another, and another! They are everywhere.”

“Well,” cont�nued We�ss, “those are Pruss�ans. I have been
watch�ng them s�nce morn�ng, and they have been com�ng, com�ng,
as �f there were no end to them! You may be sure of one th�ng: �f our
troops are wa�t�ng for them, they have no �ntent�on of d�sappo�nt�ng
us. And not I alone, but every soul �n the c�ty saw them; �t �s only the
generals who pers�st �n be�ng bl�nd. I was talk�ng w�th a general
off�cer a l�ttle wh�le ago; he shrugged h�s shoulders and told me that
Marshal MacMahon was absolutely certa�n that he had not over
seventy thousand men �n h�s front. God grant he may be r�ght! But
look and see for yourselves; the ground �s h�d by them! they keep
com�ng, ever com�ng, the black swarm!”

At th�s juncture Maur�ce threw h�mself back �n h�s bed and gave
way to a v�olent f�t of sobb�ng. Henr�ette came �n, a sm�le on her face.
She hastened to h�m �n alarm.

“What �s �t?”
But he pushed her away. “No, no! leave me, have noth�ng more to

do w�th me; I have never been anyth�ng but a burden to you. When I
th�nk that you were mak�ng yourself a drudge, a slave, wh�le I was
attend�ng college—oh! to what m�serable use have I turned that



educat�on! And I was near br�ng�ng d�shonor on our name; I shudder
to th�nk where I m�ght be now, had you not beggared yourself to pay
for my extravagance and folly.”

Her sm�le came back to her face, together w�th her seren�ty.
“Is that all? Your sleep don’t seem to have done you good, my

poor fr�end. But s�nce that �s all gone and past, forget �t! Are you not
do�ng your duty now, l�ke a good Frenchman? I am very proud of
you, I assure you, now that you are a sold�er.”

She had turned toward Jean, as �f to ask h�m to come to her
ass�stance, and he looked at her w�th some surpr�se that she
appeared to h�m less beaut�ful than yesterday; she was paler,
th�nner, now that the glamour was no longer �n h�s drowsy eyes. The
one str�k�ng po�nt that rema�ned unchanged was her resemblance to
her brother, and yet the d�fference �n the�r two natures was never
more strongly marked than at that moment; he, weak and nervous as
a woman, swayed by the �mpulse of the hour, d�splay�ng �n h�s
person all the f�tful and emot�onal temperament of h�s nat�on,
v�brat�ng from one moment to another between the loft�est
enthus�asm and the most abject despa�r; she, the pat�ent,
�ndom�table housew�fe, such an �ncons�derable l�ttle creature �n her
res�gnat�on and self-effacement, meet�ng advers�ty w�th a brave face
and eyes full of �nexpugnable courage and resolut�on, fash�oned
from the stuff of wh�ch heroes are made.

“Proud of me!” cr�ed Maur�ce. “Ah! truly, you have great reason to
be. For a month and more now we have been fly�ng, l�ke the cowards
that we are!”

“What of �t? we are not the only ones,” sa�d Jean w�th h�s pract�cal
common sense; “we do what we are told to do.”

But the young man broke out more fur�ously than ever: “I have had
enough of �t, I tell you! Our �mbec�le leaders, our cont�nual defeats,
our brave sold�ers led l�ke sheep to the slaughter—�s �t not enough,
see�ng all these th�ngs, to make one weep tears of blood? We are
here now �n Sedan, caught �n a trap from wh�ch there �s no escape;
you can see the Pruss�ans clos�ng �n on us from every quarter, and
certa�n destruct�on �s star�ng us �n the face; there �s no hope, the end
�s come. No! I shall rema�n where I am; I may as well be shot as a



deserter. Jean, do you go, and leave me here. No! I won’t go back
there; I w�ll stay here.”

He sank upon the p�llow �n a renewed outpour of tears. It was an
utter breakdown of the nervous system, sweep�ng everyth�ng before
�t, one of those sudden lapses �nto hopelessness to wh�ch he was so
subject, �n wh�ch he desp�sed h�mself and all the world. H�s s�ster,
know�ng as she d�d the best way of treat�ng such cr�ses, kept an
unruffled face.

“That would not be a n�ce th�ng to do, dear Maur�ce—desert your
post �n the hour of danger.”

He rose �mpetuously to a s�tt�ng posture: “Then g�ve me my
musket! I w�ll go and blow my bra�ns out; that w�ll be the shortest way
of end�ng �t.” Then, po�nt�ng w�th outstretched arm to We�ss, where
he sat s�lent and mot�onless, he sa�d: “There! that �s the only
sens�ble man I have seen; yes, he �s the only one who saw th�ngs as
they were. You remember what he sa�d to me, Jean, at Mülhausen, a
month ago?”

“It �s true,” the corporal assented; “the gentleman sa�d we should
be beaten.”

And the scene rose aga�n before the�r m�nd’s eye, that n�ght of
anx�ous v�g�l, the agon�zed suspense, the presc�ence of the d�saster
at Froeschw�ller hang�ng �n the sultry heavy a�r, wh�le the Alsat�an
told h�s prophet�c fears; Germany �n read�ness, w�th the best of arms
and the best of leaders, r�s�ng to a man �n a grand outburst of
patr�ot�sm; France dazed, a century beh�nd the age, debauched, and
a prey to �ntest�ne d�sorder, hav�ng ne�ther commanders, men, nor
arms to enable her to cope w�th her powerful adversary. How qu�ckly
the horr�ble pred�ct�on had proved �tself true!

We�ss ra�sed h�s trembl�ng hands. Profound sorrow was dep�cted
on h�s k�nd, honest face, w�th �ts red ha�r and beard and �ts great
prom�nent blue eyes.

“Ah!” he murmured, “I take no cred�t to myself for be�ng r�ght. I
don’t cla�m to be w�ser than others, but �t was all so clear, when one
only knew the true cond�t�on of affa�rs! But �f we are to be beaten we
shall f�rst have the pleasure of k�ll�ng some of those Pruss�ans of
perd�t�on. There �s that comfort for us; I bel�eve that many of us are



to leave the�r bones there, and I hope there w�ll be plenty of
Pruss�ans to keep them company; I would l�ke to see the ground
down there �n the valley heaped w�th dead Pruss�ans!” He arose and
po�nted down the valley of the Meuse. F�re flashed from h�s myop�c
eyes, wh�ch had exempted h�m from serv�ce w�th the army. “A
thousand thunders! I would f�ght, yes, I would, �f they would have me.
I don’t know whether �t �s see�ng them assume the a�rs of masters �n
my country—�n th�s country where once the Cossacks d�d such
m�sch�ef; but whenever I th�nk of the�r be�ng here, of the�r enter�ng
our houses, I am se�zed w�th an uncontrollable des�re to cut a dozen
of the�r throats. Ah! �f �t were not for my eyes, �f they would take me, I
would go!” Then, after a moment’s s�lence: “And bes�des; who can
tell?”

It was the hope that sprang eternal, even �n the breast of the least
conf�dent, of the poss�b�l�ty of v�ctory, and Maur�ce, ashamed by th�s
t�me of h�s tears, l�stened and caught at the pleas�ng speculat�on.
Was �t not true that only the day before there had been a rumor that
Baza�ne was at Verdun? Truly, �t was t�me that Fortune should work
a m�racle for that France whose glor�es she had so long protected.
Henr�ette, w�th an �mpercept�ble sm�le on her l�ps, s�lently left the
room, and was not the least b�t surpr�sed when she returned to f�nd
her brother up and dressed, and ready to go back to h�s duty. She
�ns�sted, however, that he and Jean should take some nour�shment
f�rst. They seated themselves at the table, but the morsels choked
them; the�r stomachs, weakened by the�r heavy slumber, revolted at
the food. L�ke a prudent old campa�gner Jean cut a loaf �n two halves
and placed one �n Maur�ce’s sack, the other �n h�s own. It was
grow�ng dark, �t behooved them to be go�ng. Henr�ette, who was
stand�ng at the w�ndow watch�ng the Pruss�an troops �ncessantly
def�l�ng on d�stant la Marfée, the swarm�ng leg�ons of black ants that
were gradually be�ng swallowed up �n the gather�ng shadows,
�nvoluntar�ly murmured:

“Oh, war! what a dreadful th�ng �t �s!”
Maur�ce, see�ng an opportun�ty to retort her sermon to h�m,

�mmed�ately took her up:



“How �s th�s, l�ttle s�ster? you are anx�ous to have people f�ght, and
you speak d�srespectfully of war!”

She turned and faced h�m, val�antly as ever: “It �s true; I abhor �t,
because �t �s an abom�nat�on and an �njust�ce. It may be s�mply
because I am a woman, but the thought of such butchery s�ckens
me. Why cannot nat�ons adjust the�r d�fferences w�thout shedd�ng
blood?”

Jean, the good fellow, seconded her w�th a nod of the head, and
noth�ng to h�m, too, seemed eas�er—to h�m, the unlettered man—
than to come together and settle matters after a fa�r, honest talk; but
Maur�ce, m�ndful of h�s sc�ent�f�c theor�es, reflected on the necess�ty
of war—war, wh�ch �s �tself ex�stence, the un�versal law. Was �t not
poor, p�t�ful man who conce�ved the �dea of just�ce and peace, wh�le
�mpass�ve nature revels �n cont�nual slaughter?

“That �s all very f�ne!” he cr�ed. “Yes, centur�es hence, �f �t shall
come to pass that then all the nat�ons shall be merged �n one;
centur�es hence man may look forward to the com�ng of that golden
age; and even �n that case would not the end of war be the end of
human�ty? I was a fool but now; we must go and f�ght, s�nce �t �s
nature’s law.” He sm�led and repeated h�s brother-�n-law’s
express�on: “And bes�des, who can tell?”

He saw th�ngs now through the m�rage of h�s v�v�d self-delus�on,
they came to h�s v�s�on d�storted through the lens of h�s d�seased
nervous sens�b�l�ty.

“By the way,” he cont�nued cheerfully, “what do you hear of our
cous�n Gunther? You know we have not seen a German yet, so you
can’t look to me to g�ve you any fore�gn news.”

The quest�on was addressed to h�s brother-�n-law, who had
relapsed �nto a thoughtful s�lence and answered by a mot�on of h�s
hand, express�ve of h�s �gnorance.

“Cous�n Gunther?” sa�d Henr�ette, “Why, he belongs to the Vth
corps and �s w�th the Crown Pr�nce’s army; I read �t �n one of the
newspapers, I don’t remember wh�ch. Is that army �n th�s
ne�ghborhood?”



We�ss repeated h�s gesture, wh�ch was �m�tated by the two
sold�ers, who could not be supposed to know what enem�es were �n
front of them when the�r generals d�d not know. R�s�ng to h�s feet, the
master of the house at last made use of art�culate speech.

“Come along; I w�ll go w�th you. I learned th�s afternoon where the
106th’s camp �s s�tuated.” He told h�s w�fe that she need not expect
to see h�m aga�n that n�ght, as he would sleep at Baze�lles, where
they had recently bought and furn�shed a l�ttle place to serve them as
a res�dence dur�ng the hot months. It was near a dyehouse that
belonged to M. Delaherche. The accountant’s m�nd was �ll at ease �n
relat�on to certa�n stores that he had placed �n the cellar—a cask of
w�ne and a couple of sacks of potatoes; the house would certa�nly be
v�s�ted by marauders �f �t was left unprotected, he sa�d, wh�le by
occupy�ng �t that n�ght he would doubtless save �t from p�llage. H�s
w�fe watched h�m closely wh�le he was speak�ng.

“You need not be alarmed,” he added, w�th a sm�le; “I harbor no
darker des�gn than the protect�on of our property, and I pledge my
word that �f the v�llage �s attacked, or �f there �s any appearance of
danger, I w�ll come home at once.”

“Well, then, go,” she sa�d. “But remember, �f you are not back �n
good season you w�ll see me out there look�ng for you.”

Henr�ette went w�th them to the door, where she embraced
Maur�ce tenderly and gave Jean a warm clasp of the hand.

“I �ntrust my brother to your care once more. He has told me of
your k�ndness to h�m, and I love you for �t.”

He was too flustered to do more than return the pressure of the
small, f�rm hand. H�s f�rst �mpress�on returned to h�m aga�n, and he
beheld Henr�ette �n the l�ght �n wh�ch she had f�rst appeared to h�m,
w�th her br�ght ha�r of the hue of r�pe golden gra�n, so alert, so sunny,
so unself�sh, that her presence seemed to pervade the a�r l�ke a
caress.

Once they were outs�de they found the same gloomy and
forb�dd�ng Sedan that had greeted the�r eyes that morn�ng. Tw�l�ght
w�th �ts shadows had �nvaded the narrow streets, s�dewalk and
carr�age-way al�ke were f�lled w�th a confused, surg�ng throng. Most
of the shops were closed, the houses seemed to be dead or



sleep�ng, wh�le out of doors the crowd was so dense that men trod
on one another. W�th some l�ttle d�ff�culty, however, they succeeded
�n reach�ng the Place de l’Hôtel de V�lle, where they encountered M.
Delaherche, �ntent on p�ck�ng up the latest news and see�ng what
was to be seen. He at once came up and greeted them, apparently
del�ghted to meet Maur�ce, to whom he sa�d that he had just returned
from accompany�ng Capta�n Beaudo�n over to Flo�ng, where the
reg�ment was posted, and he became, �f that were poss�ble, even
more grac�ous than ever upon learn�ng that We�ss proposed to pass
the n�ght at Baze�lles, where he h�mself, he declared, had just been
tell�ng the capta�n that he �ntended to take a bed, �n order to see how
th�ngs were look�ng at the dyehouse.

“We’ll go together and be company for each other, We�ss. But f�rst
let’s go as far as the Sous-Prefecture; we may be able to catch a
gl�mpse of the Emperor.”

Ever s�nce he had been so near hav�ng the famous conversat�on
w�th h�m at Baybel h�s m�nd had been full of Napoleon III.; he was
not sat�sf�ed unt�l he had �nduced the two sold�ers to accompany h�m.
The Place de la Sous-Prefecture was comparat�vely empty; a few
men were stand�ng about �n groups, engaged �n wh�spered
conversat�on, wh�le occas�onally an off�cer hurr�ed by, haggard and
careworn. The br�ght hues of the fol�age were beg�nn�ng to fade and
grow d�m �n the melancholy, th�ck-gather�ng shades of n�ght; the
hoarse murmur of the Meuse was heard as �ts current poured
onward beneath the houses to the r�ght. Among the wh�sperers �t
was related how the Emperor—who w�th the greatest d�ff�culty had
been preva�led on to leave Car�gnan the n�ght before about eleven
o’clock—when entreated to push on to Méz�ères had refused po�nt-
blank to abandon the post of danger and take a step that would
prove so demoral�z�ng to the troops. Others asserted that he was no
longer �n the c�ty, that he had fled, leav�ng beh�nd h�m a dummy
emperor, one of h�s off�cers dressed �n h�s un�form, a man whose
startl�ng resemblance to h�s �mper�al master had often puzzled the
army. Others aga�n declared, and called upon the�r honor to
substant�ate the�r story, that they had seen the army wagons
conta�n�ng the �mper�al treasure, one hundred m�ll�ons, all �n brand-
new twenty-franc p�eces, dr�ve �nto the courtyard of the Prefecture.



Th�s convoy was, �n fact, ne�ther more nor less than the veh�cles for
the personal use of the Emperor and h�s su�te, the char à banc, the
two caleches, the twelve baggage and supply wagons, wh�ch had
almost exc�ted a r�ot �n the v�llages through wh�ch they had passed—
Courcelles, le Chêne, Raucourt; assum�ng �n men’s �mag�nat�on the
d�mens�ons of a huge tra�n that had blocked the road and arrested
the march of arm�es, and wh�ch now, shorn of the�r glory, execrated
by all, had come �n shame and d�sgrace to h�de themselves among
the sous-prefect’s l�lac bushes.

Wh�le Delaherche was ra�s�ng h�mself on t�ptoe and try�ng to peer
through the w�ndows of the rez-de-chaussée, an old woman at h�s
s�de, some poor day-worker of the ne�ghborhood, w�th shapeless
form and hands calloused and d�storted by many years of to�l, was
mumbl�ng between her teeth:

“An emperor—I should l�ke to see one once—just once—so I could
say I had seen h�m.”

Suddenly Delaherche excla�med, se�z�ng Maur�ce by the arm:
“See, there he �s! at the w�ndow, to the left. I had a good v�ew of

h�m yesterday; I can’t be m�staken. There, he has just ra�sed the
curta�n; see, that pale face, close to the glass.”

The old woman had overheard h�m and stood star�ng w�th w�de-
open mouth and eyes, for there, full �n the w�ndow, was an appar�t�on
that resembled a corpse more than a l�v�ng be�ng; �ts eyes were
l�feless, �ts features d�storted; even the mustache had assumed a
ghastly wh�teness �n that f�nal agony. The old woman was
dumfounded; forthw�th she turned her back and marched off w�th a
look of supreme contempt.

“That th�ng an emperor! a l�kely story.”
A zouave was stand�ng near, one of those fug�t�ve sold�ers who

were �n no haste to rejo�n the�r commands. Brand�sh�ng h�s
chassepot and expectorat�ng threats and maled�ct�ons, he sa�d to h�s
compan�on:

“Wa�t! see me put a bullet �n h�s head!”
Delaherche remonstrated angr�ly, but by that t�me the Emperor

had d�sappeared. The hoarse murmur of the Meuse cont�nued



un�nterruptedly; a wa�l�ng lament, �nexpress�bly mournful, seemed to
pass above them through the a�r, where the darkness was gather�ng
�ntens�ty. Other sounds rose �n the d�stance, l�ke the hollow mutter�ng
of the r�s�ng storm; were they the “March! march!” that terr�ble order
from Par�s that had dr�ven that �ll-starred man onward day by day,
dragg�ng beh�nd h�m along the roads of h�s defeat the �rony of h�s
�mper�al escort, unt�l now he was brought face to face w�th the ru�n
he had foreseen and come forth to meet? What mult�tudes of brave
men were to lay down the�r l�ves for h�s m�stakes, and how complete
the wreck, �n all h�s be�ng, of that s�ck man, that sent�mental
dreamer, awa�t�ng �n gloomy s�lence the fulf�llment of h�s dest�ny!

We�ss and Delaherche accompan�ed the two sold�ers to the
plateau of Flo�ng, where the 7th corps camps were.

“Ad�eu!” sa�d Maur�ce as he embraced h�s brother-�n-law.
“No, no; not ad�eu, the deuce! Au revo�r!” the manufacturer gayly

cr�ed.
Jean’s �nst�nct led h�m at once to the�r reg�ment, the tents of wh�ch

were p�tched beh�nd the cemetery, where the ground of the plateau
beg�ns to fall away. It was nearly dark, but there was suff�c�ent l�ght
yet rema�n�ng �n the sky to enable them to d�st�ngu�sh the black
huddle of roofs above the c�ty, and further �n the d�stance Balan and
Baze�lles, ly�ng �n the broad meadows that stretch away to the range
of h�lls between Rem�lly and Freno�s, wh�le to the r�ght was the dusky
wood of la Garenne, and to the left the broad bosom of the Meuse
had the dull gleam of frosted s�lver �n the dy�ng dayl�ght. Maur�ce
surveyed the broad landscape that was momentar�ly fad�ng �n the
descend�ng shadows.

“Ah, here �s the corporal!” sa�d Chouteau. “I wonder �f he has been
look�ng after our rat�ons!”

The camp was ast�r w�th l�fe and bustle. All day the men had been
com�ng �n, s�ngly and �n l�ttle groups, and the crowd and confus�on
were such that the off�cers made no pretense of pun�sh�ng or even
repr�mand�ng them; they accepted thankfully those who were so k�nd
as to return and asked no quest�ons. Capta�n Beaudo�n had made
h�s appearance only a short t�me before, and �t was about two
o’clock when L�eutenant Rochas had brought �n h�s collect�on of



stragglers, about one-th�rd of the company strength. Now the ranks
were nearly full once more. Some of the men were drunk, others had
not been able to secure even a morsel of bread and were s�nk�ng
from �nan�t�on; aga�n there had been no d�str�but�on of rat�ons.
Loubet, however, had d�scovered some cabbages �n a ne�ghbor�ng
garden, and cooked them after a fash�on, but there was no salt or
lard; the empty stomachs cont�nued to assert the�r cla�ms.

“Come, now, corporal, you are a know�ng old f�le,” Chouteau
taunt�ngly cont�nued, “what have you got for us? Oh, �t’s not for
myself I care; Loubet and I had a good breakfast; a lady gave �t us.
You were not at d�str�but�on, then?”

Jean beheld a c�rcle of expectant eyes bent on h�m; the squad had
been wa�t�ng for h�m w�th anx�ety, Pache and Lapoulle �n part�cular,
luckless dogs, who had found noth�ng they could appropr�ate; they
all rel�ed on h�m, who, as they expressed �t, could get bread out of a
stone. And the corporal’s consc�ence smote h�m for hav�ng
abandoned h�s men; he took p�ty on them and d�v�ded among them
half the bread that he had �n h�s sack.

“Name o’ God! Name o’ God!” grunted Lapoulle as he contentedly
munched the dry bread; �t was all he could f�nd to say; wh�le Pache
repeated a Pater and an Ave under h�s breath to make sure that
Heaven should not forget to send h�m h�s breakfast �n the morn�ng.

Gaude, the bugler, w�th h�s darkly myster�ous a�r, as of a man who
has had troubles of wh�ch he does not care to speak, sounded the
call for even�ng muster w�th a glor�ous fanfare; but there was no
necess�ty for sound�ng taps that n�ght, the camp was �mmed�ately
enveloped �n profound s�lence. And when he had ver�f�ed the names
and seen that none of h�s half-sect�on were m�ss�ng, Sergeant Sap�n,
w�th h�s th�n, s�ckly face and h�s p�nched nose, softly sa�d:

“There w�ll be one less to-morrow n�ght.”
Then, as he saw Jean look�ng at h�m �nqu�r�ngly, he added w�th

calm conv�ct�on, h�s eyes bent upon the blackness of the n�ght, as �f
read�ng there the dest�ny that he pred�cted:

“It w�ll be m�ne; I shall be k�lled to-morrow.”



It was n�ne o’clock, w�th prom�se of a ch�lly, uncomfortable n�ght,
for a dense m�st had r�sen from the surface of the r�ver, so that the
stars were no longer v�s�ble. Maur�ce sh�vered, where he lay w�th
Jean beneath a hedge, and sa�d they would do better to go and seek
the shelter of the tent; the rest they had taken that day had left them
wakeful, the�r jo�nts seemed st�ffer and the�r bones sorer than before;
ne�ther could sleep. They env�ed L�eutenant Rochas, who, stretched
on the damp ground and wrapped �n h�s blanket, was snor�ng l�ke a
trooper, not far away. For a long t�me after that they watched w�th
�nterest the feeble l�ght of a candle that was burn�ng �n a large tent
where the colonel and some off�cers were �n consultat�on. All that
even�ng M. de V�neu�l had man�fested great uneas�ness that he had
rece�ved no �nstruct�ons to gu�de h�m �n the morn�ng. He felt that h�s
reg�ment was too much “�n the a�r,” too much advanced, although �t
had already fallen back from the exposed pos�t�on that �t had
occup�ed earl�er �n the day. Noth�ng had been seen of General
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, who was sa�d to be �ll �n bed at the Hotel of the
Golden Cross, and the colonel dec�ded to send one of h�s off�cers to
adv�se h�m of the danger of the�r new pos�t�on �n the too extended
l�ne of the 7th corps, wh�ch had to cover the long stretch from the
bend �n the Meuse to the wood of la Garenne. There could be no
doubt that the enemy would attack w�th the f�rst gl�mpse of dayl�ght;
only for seven or e�ght hours now would that deep tranqu�ll�ty rema�n
unbroken. And shortly after the d�m l�ght �n the colonel’s tent was
ext�ngu�shed Maur�ce was amazed to see Capta�n Beaudo�n gl�de by,
keep�ng close to the hedge, w�th furt�ve steps, and van�sh �n the
d�rect�on of Sedan.

The darkness settled down on them, denser and denser; the ch�ll
m�sts rose from the stream and enshrouded everyth�ng �n a dank,
no�some fog.

“Are you asleep, Jean?”
Jean was asleep, and Maur�ce was alone. He could not endure the

thought of go�ng to the tent where Lapoulle and the rest of them
were slumber�ng; he heard the�r snor�ng, respons�ve to Rochas’
stra�ns, and env�ed them. If our great capta�ns sleep soundly the
n�ght before a battle, �t �s l�ke enough for the reason that the�r fat�gue



w�ll not let them do otherw�se. He was consc�ous of no sound save
the equal, deep-drawn breath�ng of that slumber�ng mult�tude, r�s�ng
from the darken�ng camp l�ke the gentle resp�rat�on of some huge
monster; beyond that all was vo�d. He only knew that the 5th corps
was close at hand, encamped beneath the rampart, that the 1st’s
l�ne extended from the wood of la Garenne to la Moncelle, wh�le the
12th was posted on the other s�de of the c�ty, at Baze�lles; and all
were sleep�ng; the whole length of that long l�ne, from the nearest
tent to the most remote, for m�les and m�les, that low, fa�nt murmur
ascended �n rhythm�c un�son from the dark, myster�ous bosom of the
n�ght. Then outs�de th�s c�rcle lay another reg�on, the realm of the
unknown, whence also sounds came �nterm�ttently to h�s ears, so
vague, so d�stant, that he scarcely knew whether they were not the
throbb�ngs of h�s own exc�ted pulses; the �nd�st�nct trot of cavalry
plash�ng over the low ground, the dull rumble of gun and ca�sson
along the roads, and, st�ll more marked, the heavy tramp of march�ng
men; the gather�ng on the he�ghts above of that black swarm,
engaged �n strengthen�ng the meshes of the�r net, from wh�ch n�ght
�tself had not served to d�vert them. And below, there by the r�ver’s
s�de, was there not the flash of l�ghts suddenly ext�ngu�shed, was not
that the sound of hoarse vo�ces shout�ng orders, add�ng to the dread
suspense of that long n�ght of terror wh�le wa�t�ng for the com�ng of
the dawn?

Maur�ce put forth h�s hand and felt for Jean’s; at last he
slumbered, comforted by the sense of human compan�onsh�p. From
a steeple �n Sedan came the deep tones of a bell, slowly, mournfully,
toll�ng the hour; then all was blank and vo�d.



PART SECOND



I.

We�ss, �n the obscur�ty of h�s l�ttle room at Baze�lles, was aroused
by a commot�on that caused h�m to leap from h�s bed. It was the roar
of art�llery. Grop�ng about �n the darkness he found and l�t a candle to
enable h�m to consult h�s watch: �t was four o’clock, just beg�nn�ng to
be l�ght. He adjusted h�s double eyeglass upon h�s nose and looked
out �nto the ma�n street of the v�llage, the road that leads to Douzy,
but �t was f�lled w�th a th�ck cloud of someth�ng that resembled dust,
wh�ch made �t �mposs�ble to d�st�ngu�sh anyth�ng. He passed �nto the
other room, the w�ndows of wh�ch commanded a v�ew of the Meuse
and the �nterven�ng meadows, and saw that the cause of h�s
obstructed v�s�on was the morn�ng m�st ar�s�ng from the r�ver. In the
d�stance, beh�nd the ve�l of fog, the guns were bark�ng more f�ercely
across the stream. All at once a French battery, close at hand,
opened �n reply, w�th such a tremendous crash that the walls of the
l�ttle house were shaken.

We�ss’s house was s�tuated near the m�ddle of the v�llage, on the
r�ght of the road and not far from the Place de l’Égl�se. Its front,
stand�ng back a l�ttle from the street, d�splayed a s�ngle story w�th
three w�ndows, surmounted by an att�c; �n the rear was a garden of
some extent that sloped gently downward toward the meadows and
commanded a w�de panoram�c v�ew of the enc�rcl�ng h�lls, from
Rem�lly to Freno�s. We�ss, w�th the sense of respons�b�l�ty of h�s new
propr�etorsh�p strong upon h�m, had spent the n�ght �n bury�ng h�s
prov�s�ons �n the cellar and protect�ng h�s furn�ture, as far as
poss�ble, aga�nst shot and shell by apply�ng mattresses to the
w�ndows, so that �t was nearly two o’clock before he got to bed. H�s
blood bo�led at the �dea that the Pruss�ans m�ght come and plunder



the house, for wh�ch he had to�led so long and wh�ch had as yet
afforded h�m so l�ttle enjoyment.

He heard a vo�ce summon�ng h�m from the street.
“I say, We�ss, are you awake?”
He descended and found �t was Delaherche, who had passed the

n�ght at h�s dyehouse, a large br�ck structure, next door to the
accountant’s abode. The operat�ves had all fled, tak�ng to the woods
and mak�ng for the Belg�an front�er, and there was no one left to
guard the property but the woman conc�erge, Franço�se Qu�ttard by
name, the w�dow of a mason; and she also, bes�de herself w�th
terror, would have gone w�th the others had �t not been for her ten-
year-old boy Charles, who was so �ll w�th typho�d fever that he could
not be moved.

“I say,” Delaherche cont�nued, “do you hear that? It �s a prom�s�ng
beg�nn�ng. Our best course �s to get back to Sedan as soon as
poss�ble.”

We�ss’s prom�se to h�s w�fe, that he would leave Baze�lles at the
f�rst s�gn of danger, had been g�ven �n perfect good fa�th, and he had
fully �ntended to keep �t; but as yet there was only an art�llery duel at
long range, and the a�m could not be accurate enough to do much
damage �n the uncerta�n, m�sty l�ght of early morn�ng.

“Wa�t a b�t, confound �t!” he repl�ed. “There �s no hurry.”
Delaherche, too, was cur�ous to see what would happen; h�s

cur�os�ty made h�m val�ant. He had been so �nterested �n the
preparat�ons for defend�ng the place that he had not slept a w�nk.
General Lebrun, command�ng the 12th corps, had rece�ved not�ce
that he would be attacked at daybreak, and had kept h�s men
occup�ed dur�ng the n�ght �n strengthen�ng the defenses of Baze�lles,
wh�ch he had �nstruct�ons to hold �n sp�te of everyth�ng. Barr�cades
had been thrown up across the Douzy road, and all the smaller
streets; small part�es of sold�ers had been thrown �nto the houses by
way of garr�son; every narrow lane, every garden had become a
fortress, and s�nce three o’clock the troops, awakened from the�r
slumbers w�thout beat of drum or call of bugle �n the �nky blackness,
had been at the�r posts, the�r chassepots freshly greased and
cartr�dge boxes f�lled w�th the obl�gatory n�nety rounds of



ammun�t�on. It followed that when the enemy opened the�r f�re no
one was taken unprepared, and the French batter�es, posted to the
rear between Balan and Baze�lles, �mmed�ately commenced to
answer, rather w�th the �dea of show�ng they were awake than for
any other purpose, for �n the dense fog that enveloped everyth�ng
the pract�ce was of the w�ldest.

“The dyehouse w�ll be well defended,” sa�d Delaherche. “I have a
whole sect�on �n �t. Come and see.”

It was true; forty and odd men of the �nfanter�e de mar�ne had
been posted there under the command of a l�eutenant, a tall, l�ght-
ha�red young fellow, scarcely more than a boy, but w�th an
express�on of energy and determ�nat�on on h�s face. H�s men had
already taken full possess�on of the bu�ld�ng, some of them be�ng
engaged �n loophol�ng the shutters of the ground-floor w�ndows that
commanded the street, wh�le others, �n the courtyard that overlooked
the meadows �n the rear, were breach�ng the wall for musketry. It
was �n th�s courtyard that Delaherche and We�ss found the young
off�cer, stra�n�ng h�s eyes to d�scover what was h�dden beh�nd the
�mpenetrable m�st.

“Confound th�s fog!” he murmured. “We can’t f�ght when we don’t
know where the enemy �s.” Presently he asked, w�th no apparent
change of vo�ce or manner: “What day of the week �s th�s?”

“Thursday,” We�ss repl�ed.
“Thursday, that’s so. Hanged �f I don’t th�nk the world m�ght come

to an end and we not know �t!”
But just at that moment the un�nterrupted roar of the art�llery was

d�vers�f�ed by a br�sk rattle of musketry proceed�ng from the edge of
the meadows, at a d�stance of two or three hundred yards. And at
the same t�me there was a transformat�on, as rap�d and startl�ng,
almost, as the stage effect �n a fa�ry spectacle: the sun rose, the
exhalat�ons of the Meuse were wh�rled away l�ke b�ts of f�nest,
f�lm�est gauze, and the blue sky was revealed, �n serene l�mp�d�ty,
und�mmed by a s�ngle cloud. It was the exqu�s�te morn�ng of a
faultless summer day.

“Ah!” excla�med Delaherche, “they are cross�ng the ra�lway br�dge.
See, they are mak�ng the�r way along the track. How stup�d of us not



to have blown up the br�dge!”
The off�cer’s face bore an express�on of dumb rage. The m�nes

had been prepared and charged, he averred, but they had fought
four hours the day before to rega�n possess�on of the br�dge and
then had forgot to touch them off.

“It �s just our luck,” he curtly sa�d.
We�ss was s�lent, watch�ng the course of events and endeavor�ng

to form some �dea of the true state of affa�rs. The pos�t�on of the
French �n Baze�lles was a very strong one. The v�llage commanded
the meadows, and was b�sected by the Douzy road, wh�ch, turn�ng
sharp to the left, passed under the walls of the Château, wh�le
another road, the one that led to the ra�lway br�dge, bent around to
the r�ght and forked at the Place de l’Égl�se. There was no cover for
any force advanc�ng by these two approaches; the Germans would
be obl�ged to traverse the meadows and the w�de, bare level that lay
between the outsk�rts of the v�llage and the Meuse and the ra�lway.
The�r prudence �n avo�d�ng unnecessary r�sks was notor�ous, hence
�t seemed �mprobable that the real attack would come from that
quarter. They kept com�ng across the br�dge, however, �n deep
masses, and that notw�thstand�ng the slaughter that a battery of
m�tra�lleuses, posted at the edge of the v�llage, effected �n the�r
ranks, and all at once those who had crossed rushed forward �n
open order, under cover of the straggl�ng w�llows, the columns were
re-formed and began to advance. It was from there that the musketry
f�re, wh�ch was grow�ng hotter, had proceeded.

“Oh, those are Bavar�ans,” We�ss remarked. “I recogn�ze them by
the bra�d on the�r helmets.”

But there were other columns, mov�ng to the r�ght and part�ally
concealed by the ra�lway embankment, whose object, �t seemed to
h�m, was to ga�n the cover of some trees �n the d�stance, whence
they m�ght descend and take Baze�lles �n flank and rear. Should they
succeed �n effect�ng a lodgment �n the park of Mont�v�ll�ers, the
v�llage m�ght become untenable. Th�s was no more than a vague,
half-formed �dea, that fl�tted through h�s m�nd for a moment and
faded as rap�dly as �t had come; the attack �n front was becom�ng



more determ�ned, and h�s every faculty was concentrated on the
struggle that was assum�ng, w�th every moment, larger d�mens�ons.

Suddenly he turned h�s head and looked away to the north, over
the c�ty of Sedan, where the he�ghts of Flo�ng were v�s�ble �n the
d�stance. A battery had just commenced f�r�ng from that quarter; the
smoke rose �n the br�ght sunsh�ne �n l�ttle curls and wreaths, and the
reports came to h�s ears very d�st�nctly. It was �n the ne�ghborhood of
f�ve o’clock.

“Well, well,” he murmured, “they are all go�ng to have a hand �n the
bus�ness, �t seems.”

The l�eutenant of mar�nes, who had turned h�s eyes �n the same
d�rect�on, spoke up conf�dently:

“Oh! Baze�lles �s the key of the pos�t�on. Th�s �s the spot where the
battle w�ll be won or lost.”

“Do you th�nk so?” We�ss excla�med.
“There �s not the sl�ghtest doubt of �t. It �s certa�nly the marshal’s

op�n�on, for he was here last n�ght and told us that we must hold the
v�llage �f �t cost the l�fe of every man of us.”

We�ss slowly shook h�s head, and swept the hor�zon w�th a glance;
then �n a low, falter�ng vo�ce, as �f speak�ng to h�mself, he sa�d:

“No—no! I am sure that �s a m�stake. I fear the danger l�es �n
another quarter—where, or what �t �s, I dare not say—”

He sa�d no more. He s�mply opened w�de h�s arms, l�ke the jaws of
a v�se, then, turn�ng to the north, brought h�s hands together, as �f the
v�se had closed suddenly upon some object there.

Th�s was the fear that had f�lled h�s m�nd for the last twenty-four
hours, for he was thoroughly acqua�nted w�th the country and had
watched narrowly every movement of the troops dur�ng the prev�ous
day, and now, aga�n, wh�le the broad valley before h�m lay bask�ng �n
the rad�ant sunl�ght, h�s gaze reverted to the h�lls of the left bank,
where, for the space of all one day and all one n�ght, h�s eyes had
beheld the black swarm of the Pruss�an hosts mov�ng stead�ly
onward to some appo�nted end. A battery had opened f�re from
Rem�lly, over to the left, but the one from wh�ch the shells were now
beg�nn�ng to reach the French pos�t�on was posted at Pont-Maug�s,



on the r�ver bank. He adjusted h�s b�nocle by fold�ng the glasses
over, the one upon the other, to lengthen �ts range and enable h�m to
d�scern what was h�dden among the recesses of the wooded slopes,
but could d�st�ngu�sh noth�ng save the wh�te smoke-wreaths that rose
momentar�ly on the tranqu�l a�r and floated laz�ly away over the
crests. That human torrent that he had seen so lately stream�ng over
those h�lls, where was �t now—where were massed those
�nnumerable hosts? At last, at the corner of a p�ne wood, above
Noyers and Freno�s, he succeeded �n mak�ng out a l�ttle cluster of
mounted men �n un�form—some general, doubtless, and h�s staff.
And off there to the west the Meuse curved �n a great loop, and �n
that d�rect�on lay the�r sole l�ne of retreat on Méz�ères, a narrow road
that traversed the pass of Sa�nt-Albert, between that loop and the
dark forest of Ardennes. Wh�le reconno�ter�ng the day before he had
met a general off�cer who, he afterward learned, was Ducrot,
command�ng the 1st corps, on a by-road �n the valley of G�vonne,
and had made bold to call h�s attent�on to the �mportance of that,
the�r only l�ne of retreat. If the army d�d not ret�re at once by that road
wh�le �t was st�ll open to them, �f �t wa�ted unt�l the Pruss�ans should
have crossed the Meuse at Donchery and come up �n force to
occupy the pass, �t would be hemmed �n and dr�ven back on the
Belg�an front�er. As early even as the even�ng of that day the
movement would have been too late. It was asserted that the uhlans
had possess�on of the br�dge, another br�dge that had not been
destroyed, for the reason, th�s t�me, that some one had neglected to
prov�de the necessary powder. And We�ss sorrowfully acknowledged
to h�mself that the human torrent, the �nvad�ng horde, could now be
nowhere else than on the pla�n of Donchery, �nv�s�ble to h�m,
press�ng onward to occupy Sa�nt-Albert pass, push�ng forward �ts
advanced guards to Sa�nt-Menges and Flo�ng, wh�ther, the day
prev�ous, he had conducted Jean and Maur�ce. In the br�ll�ant
sunsh�ne the steeple of Flo�ng church appeared l�ke a slender needle
of dazzl�ng wh�teness.

And off to the eastward the other arm of the powerful v�se was
slowly clos�ng �n on them. Cast�ng h�s eyes to the north, where there
was a stretch of level ground between the plateaus of Illy and of
Flo�ng, he could make out the l�ne of battle of the 7th corps, feebly



supported by the 5th, wh�ch was posted �n reserve under the
ramparts of the c�ty; but he could not d�scern what was occurr�ng to
the east, along the valley of the G�vonne, where the 1st corps was
stat�oned, �ts l�ne stretch�ng from the wood of la Garenne to Da�gny
v�llage. Now, however, the guns were beg�nn�ng to thunder �n that
d�rect�on also; the confl�ct seemed to be rag�ng �n Cheval�er’s wood,
�n front of Da�gny. H�s uneas�ness was ow�ng to reports that had
been brought �n by peasants the day prev�ous, that the Pruss�an
advance had reached Francheval, so that the movement wh�ch was
be�ng conducted at the west, by way of Donchery, was also �n
process of execut�on at the east, by way of Francheval, and the two
jaws of the v�se would come together up there at the north, near the
Calvary of Illy, unless the two-fold flank�ng movement could be
promptly checked. He knew noth�ng of tact�cs or strategy, had
noth�ng but h�s common sense to gu�de h�m; but he looked w�th fear
and trembl�ng on that great tr�angle that had the Meuse for one of �ts
s�des, and for the other two the 7th and 1st corps on the north and
east respect�vely, wh�le the extreme angle at the south was occup�ed
by the 12th at Baze�lles—all the three corps fac�ng outward on the
per�phery of a sem�c�rcle, awa�t�ng the appearance of an enemy who
was to del�ver h�s attack at some one po�nt, where or when no one
could say, but who, �nstead, fell on them from every d�rect�on at
once. And at the very center of all, as at the bottom of a p�t, lay the
c�ty of Sedan, her ramparts furn�shed w�th ant�quated guns, dest�tute
of ammun�t�on and prov�s�ons.

“Understand,” sa�d We�ss, w�th a repet�t�on of h�s prev�ous gesture,
extend�ng h�s arms and br�ng�ng h�s hands slowly together, “that �s
how �t w�ll be unless your generals keep the�r eyes open. The
movement at Baze�lles �s only a fe�nt—”

But h�s explanat�on was confused and un�ntell�g�ble to the
l�eutenant, who knew noth�ng of the country, and the young man
shrugged h�s shoulders w�th an express�on of �mpat�ence and d�sda�n
for the bourgeo�s �n spectacles and frock coat who presumed to set
h�s op�n�on aga�nst the marshal’s. Irr�tated to hear We�ss re�terate h�s
v�ew that the attack on Baze�lles was �ntended only to mask other
and more �mportant movements, he f�nally shouted:



“Hold your tongue, w�ll you! We shall dr�ve them all �nto the Meuse,
those Bavar�an fr�ends of yours, and that �s all they w�ll get by the�r
prec�ous fe�nt.”

Wh�le they were talk�ng the enemy’s sk�rm�shers seemed to have
come up closer; every now and then the�r bullets were heard
thudd�ng aga�nst the dyehouse wall, and our men, kneel�ng beh�nd
the low parapet of the courtyard, were beg�nn�ng to reply. Every
second the report of a chassepot rang out, sharp and clear, upon the
a�r.

“Oh, of course! dr�ve them �nto the Meuse, by all means,” muttered
We�ss, “and wh�le we are about �t we m�ght as well r�de them down
and rega�n possess�on of the Car�gnan road.” Then address�ng
h�mself to Delaherche, who had stat�oned h�mself beh�nd the pump
where he m�ght be out of the way of the bullets: “All the same, �t
would have been the�r w�sest course to make tracks last n�ght for
Méz�ères, and �f I were �n the�r place I would much rather be there
than here. As �t �s, however, they have got to show f�ght, s�nce retreat
�s out of the quest�on now.”

“Are you com�ng?” asked Delaherche, who, notw�thstand�ng h�s
eager cur�os�ty, was beg�nn�ng to look pale �n the face. “We shall be
unable to get �nto the c�ty �f we rema�n here longer.”

“Yes, �n one m�nute I w�ll be w�th you.”
In sp�te of the danger that attended the movement he ra�sed

h�mself on t�ptoe, possessed by an �rres�st�ble des�re to see how
th�ngs were shap�ng. On the r�ght lay the meadows that had been
flooded by order of the governor for the protect�on of the c�ty, now a
broad lake stretch�ng from Torcy to Balan, �ts unruffled bosom
gl�mmer�ng �n the morn�ng sunl�ght w�th a del�cate azure luster. The
water d�d not extend as far as Baze�lles, however, and the Pruss�ans
had worked the�r way forward across the f�elds, ava�l�ng themselves
of the shelter of every d�tch, of every l�ttle shrub and tree. They were
now d�stant some f�ve hundred yards, and We�ss was �mpressed by
the caut�on w�th wh�ch they moved, the dogged resolut�on and
pat�ence w�th wh�ch they advanced, ga�n�ng ground �nch by �nch and
expos�ng themselves as l�ttle as poss�ble. They had a powerful
art�llery f�re, moreover, to susta�n them; the pure, cool a�r was vocal



w�th the shr�ek�ng of shells. Ra�s�ng h�s eyes he saw that the Pont-
Maug�s battery was not the only one that was play�ng on Baze�lles;
two others, posted half way up the h�ll of L�ry, had opened f�re, and
the�r project�les not only reached the v�llage, but swept the naked
pla�n of la Moncelle beyond, where the reserves of the 12th corps
were, and even the wooded slopes of Da�gny, held by a d�v�s�on of
the 1st corps, were not beyond the�r range. There was not a summ�t,
moreover, on the left bank of the stream that was not t�pped w�th
flame. The guns seemed to spr�ng spontaneously from the so�l, l�ke
some nox�ous growth; �t was a zone of f�re that grew hotter and
f�ercer every moment; there were batter�es at Noyers shell�ng Balan,
batter�es at Wadel�ncourt shell�ng Sedan, and at Freno�s, down
under la Marfée, there was a battery whose guns, heav�er than the
rest, sent the�r m�ss�les hurtl�ng over the c�ty to burst among the
troops of the 7th corps on the plateau of Flo�ng. Those h�lls that he
had always loved so well, that he had supposed were planted there
solely to del�ght the eye, enc�rcl�ng w�th the�r verdurous slopes the
pretty, peaceful valley that lay beneath, were now become a g�gant�c,
frown�ng fortress, vom�t�ng ru�n and destruct�on on the feeble
defenses of Sedan, and We�ss looked on them w�th terror and
detestat�on. Why had steps not been taken to defend them the day
before, �f the�r leaders had suspected th�s, or why, rather, had they
�ns�sted on hold�ng the pos�t�on?

A sound of fall�ng plaster caused h�m to ra�se h�s head; a shot had
grazed h�s house, the front of wh�ch was v�s�ble to h�m above the
party wall. It angered h�m excess�vely, and he growled:

“Are they go�ng to knock �t about my ears, the br�gands!”
Then close beh�nd h�m there was a l�ttle dull, strange sound that

he had never heard before, and turn�ng qu�ckly he saw a sold�er,
shot through the heart, �n the act of fall�ng backward. There was a
br�ef convuls�ve movement of the legs; the youthful, tranqu�l
express�on of the face rema�ned, stamped there unalterably by the
hand of death. It was the f�rst casualty, and the accountant was
startled by the crash of the musket fall�ng and rebound�ng from the
stone pavement of the courtyard.



“Ah, I have seen enough, I am go�ng,” stammered Delaherche.
“Come, �f you are com�ng; �f not, I shall go w�thout you.”

The l�eutenant, whom the�r presence made uneasy, spoke up:
“It w�ll certa�nly be best for you to go, gentlemen. The enemy may

attempt to carry the place at any moment.”
Then at last, cast�ng a part�ng glance at the meadows, where the

Bavar�ans were st�ll ga�n�ng ground, We�ss gave �n and followed
Delaherche, but when they had ga�ned the street he �ns�sted upon
go�ng to see �f the fasten�ng of h�s door was secure, and when he
came back to h�s compan�on there was a fresh spectacle, wh�ch
brought them both to a halt.

At the end of the street, some three hundred yards from where
they stood, a strong Bavar�an column had debouched from the
Douzy road and was charg�ng up the Place de l’Égl�se. The square
was held by a reg�ment of sa�lor-boys, who appeared to slacken the�r
f�re for a moment as �f w�th the �ntent�on of draw�ng the�r assa�lants
on; then, when the close-massed column was d�rectly oppos�te the�r
front, a most surpr�s�ng maneuver was sw�ftly executed: the men
abandoned the�r format�on, some of them stepp�ng from the ranks
and flatten�ng themselves aga�nst the house fronts, others cast�ng
themselves prone upon the ground, and down the vacant space thus
suddenly formed the m�tra�lleuses that had been placed �n battery at
the farther end poured a perfect ha�lstorm of bullets. The column
d�sappeared as �f �t had been swept bod�ly from off the face of the
earth. The recumbent men sprang to the�r feet w�th a bound and
charged the scattered Bavar�ans w�th the bayonet, dr�v�ng them and
mak�ng the rout complete. Tw�ce the maneuver was repeated, each
t�me w�th the same success. Two women, unw�ll�ng to abandon the�r
home, a small house at the corner of an �ntersect�ng lane, were
s�tt�ng at the�r w�ndow; they laughed approv�ngly and clapped the�r
hands, apparently glad to have an opportun�ty to behold such a
spectacle.

“There, confound �t!” We�ss suddenly sa�d, “I forgot to lock the
cellar door! I must go back. Wa�t for me; I won’t be a m�nute.”

There was no �nd�cat�on that the enemy contemplated a renewal of
the�r attack, and Delaherche, whose cur�os�ty was rev�v�ng after the



shock �t had susta�ned, was less eager to get away. He had halted �n
front of h�s dyehouse and was convers�ng w�th the conc�erge, who
had come for a moment to the door of the room she occup�ed �n the
rez-de-chaussée.

“My poor Franço�se, you had better come along w�th us. A lone
woman among such dreadful s�ghts—I can’t bear to th�nk of �t!”

She ra�sed her trembl�ng hands. “Ah, s�r, I would have gone when
the others went, �ndeed I would, �f �t had not been for my poor s�ck
boy. Come �n, s�r, and look at h�m.”

He d�d not enter, but glanced �nto the apartment from the
threshold, and shook h�s head sorrowfully at s�ght of the l�ttle fellow
�n h�s clean, wh�te bed, h�s face exh�b�t�ng the scarlet hue of the
d�sease, and h�s glassy, burn�ng eyes bent w�stfully on h�s mother.

“But why can’t you take h�m w�th you?” he urged. “I w�ll f�nd
quarters for you �n Sedan. Wrap h�m up warmly �n a blanket, and
come along w�th us.”

“Oh, no, s�r, I cannot. The doctor told me �t would k�ll h�m. If only
h�s poor father were al�ve! but we two are all that are left, and we
must l�ve for each other. And then, perhaps the Pruss�ans w�ll be
merc�ful; perhaps they won’t harm a lone woman and a s�ck boy.”

Just then We�ss reappeared, hav�ng secured h�s prem�ses to h�s
sat�sfact�on. “There, I th�nk �t w�ll trouble them some to get �n now.
Come on! And �t �s not go�ng to be a very pleasant journey, e�ther;
keep close to the houses, unless you want to come to gr�ef.”

There were �nd�cat�ons, �ndeed, that the enemy were mak�ng ready
for another assault. The �nfantry f�re was splutter�ng away more
fur�ously than ever, and the scream�ng of the shells was �ncessant.
Two had already fallen �n the street a hundred yards away, and a
th�rd had �mbedded �tself, w�thout burst�ng, �n the soft ground of the
adjacent garden.

“Ah, here �s Franço�se,” cont�nued the accountant. “I must have a
look at your l�ttle Charles. Come, come, you have no cause for
alarm; he w�ll be all r�ght �n a couple of days. Keep your courage up,
and the f�rst th�ng you do go �ns�de, and don’t put your nose outs�de
the door.” And the two men at last started to go.



“Au revo�r, Franço�se.”
“Au revo�r, s�rs.”
And as they spoke, there came an appall�ng crash. It was a shell,

wh�ch, hav�ng f�rst wrecked the ch�mney of We�ss’s house, fell upon
the s�dewalk, where �t exploded w�th such terr�f�c force as to break
every w�ndow �n the v�c�n�ty. At f�rst �t was �mposs�ble to d�st�ngu�sh
anyth�ng �n the dense cloud of dust and smoke that rose �n the a�r,
but presently th�s dr�fted away, d�sclos�ng the ru�ned facade of the
dyehouse, and there, stretched across the threshold, Franço�se, a
corpse, horr�bly torn and mangled, her skull crushed �n, a fearful
spectacle.

We�ss sprang to her s�de. Language fa�led h�m; he could only
express h�s feel�ngs by oaths and �mprecat�ons.

“Nom de D�eu! Nom de D�eu!”
Yes, she was dead. He had stooped to feel her pulse, and as he

arose he saw before h�m the scarlet face of l�ttle Charles, who had
ra�sed h�mself �n bed to look at h�s mother. He spoke no word, he
uttered no cry; he gazed w�th blaz�ng, tearless eyes, d�stended as �f
they would start from the�r sockets, upon the shapeless mass that
was strange, unknown to h�m; and noth�ng more.

We�ss found words at last: “Nom de D�eu! they have taken to
k�ll�ng women!”

He had r�sen to h�s feet; he shook h�s f�st at the Bavar�ans, whose
bra�d-tr�mmed helmets were commenc�ng to appear aga�n �n the
d�rect�on of the church. The ch�mney, �n fall�ng, had crushed a great
hole �n the roof of h�s house, and the s�ght of the havoc made h�m
fur�ous.

“D�rty loafers! You murder women, you have destroyed my house.
No, no! I w�ll not go now, I cannot; I shall stay here.”

He darted away and came runn�ng back w�th the dead sold�er’s
r�fle and ammun�t�on. He was accustomed to carry a pa�r of
spectacles on h�s person for use on occas�ons of emergency, when
he w�shed to see w�th great d�st�nctness, but d�d not wear them
hab�tually out of respect for the w�shes of h�s young w�fe. He now
�mpat�ently tore off h�s double eyeglass and subst�tuted the



spectacles, and the b�g, burly bourgeo�s, h�s overcoat flapp�ng about
h�s legs, h�s honest, k�ndly, round face ablaze w�th wrath, who would
have been r�d�culous had he not been so superbly hero�c, proceeded
to open f�re, pepper�ng away at the Bavar�ans at the bottom of the
street. It was �n h�s blood, he sa�d; he had been hanker�ng for
someth�ng of the k�nd ever s�nce the days of h�s boyhood, down
there �n Alsace, when he had been told all those tales of 1814. “Ah!
you d�rty loafers! you d�rty loafers!” And he kept f�r�ng away w�th such
eagerness that, f�nally, the barrel of h�s musket became so hot �t
burned h�s f�ngers.

The assault was made w�th great v�gor and determ�nat�on. There
was no longer any sound of musketry �n the d�rect�on of the
meadows. The Bavar�ans had ga�ned possess�on of a narrow
stream, fr�nged w�th w�llows and poplars, and were mak�ng
preparat�ons for storm�ng the houses, or rather fortresses, �n the
Place de l’Égl�se. The�r sk�rm�shers had fallen back w�th the same
caut�on that character�zed the�r advance, and the w�de grassy pla�n,
dotted here and there w�th a black form where some poor fellow had
la�d down h�s l�fe, lay spread �n the mellow, slumbrous sunsh�ne l�ke
a great cloth of gold. The l�eutenant, know�ng that the street was now
to be the scene of act�on, had evacuated the courtyard of the
dyehouse, leav�ng there only one man as guard. He rap�dly posted
h�s men along the s�dewalk w�th �nstruct�ons, should the enemy carry
the pos�t�on, to w�thdraw �nto the bu�ld�ng, barr�cade the f�rst floor,
and defend themselves there as long as they had a cartr�dge left.
The men f�red at w�ll, ly�ng prone upon the ground, and shelter�ng
themselves as best they m�ght beh�nd posts and every l�ttle
project�on of the walls, and the storm of lead, �nterspersed w�th
tongues of flame and puffs of smoke, that tore through that broad,
deserted, sunny avenue was l�ke a downpour of ha�l beaten level by
the f�erce blast of w�nter. A woman was seen to cross the roadway,
runn�ng w�th w�ld, uncerta�n steps, and she escaped un�njured. Next,
an old man, a peasant, �n h�s blouse, who would not be sat�sf�ed unt�l
he saw h�s worthless nag stabled, rece�ved a bullet square �n h�s
forehead, and the v�olence of the �mpact was such that �t hurled h�m
�nto the m�ddle of the street. A shell had gone crash�ng through the
roof of the church; two others fell and set f�re to houses, wh�ch



burned w�th a pale flame �n the �ntense dayl�ght, w�th a loud snapp�ng
and crackl�ng of the�r t�mbers. And that poor woman, who lay
crushed and bleed�ng �n the doorway of the house where her s�ck
boy was, that old man w�th a bullet �n h�s bra�n, all that work of ru�n
and devastat�on, maddened the few �nhab�tants who had chosen to
end the�r days �n the�r nat�ve v�llage rather than seek safety �n
Belg�um. Other bourgeo�s, and work�ngmen as well, the neatly att�red
c�t�zen alongs�de the man �n overalls, had possessed themselves of
the weapons of dead sold�ers, and were �n the street defend�ng the�r
f�res�des or f�r�ng vengefully from the w�ndows.

“Ah!” suddenly sa�d We�ss, “the scoundrels have got around to our
rear. I saw them sneak�ng along the ra�lroad track. Hark! don’t you
hear them off there to the left?”

The heavy f�re of musketry that was now aud�ble beh�nd the park
of Mont�v�ll�ers, the trees of wh�ch overhung the road, made �t ev�dent
that someth�ng of �mportance was occurr�ng �n that d�rect�on. Should
the enemy ga�n possess�on of the park Baze�lles would be at the�r
mercy, but the br�skness of the f�r�ng was �n �tself proof that the
general command�ng the 12th corps had ant�c�pated the movement
and that the pos�t�on was adequately defended.

“Look out, there, you blockhead!” excla�med the l�eutenant,
v�olently forc�ng We�ss up aga�nst the wall; “do you want to get
yourself blown to p�eces?”

He could not help laugh�ng a l�ttle at the queer f�gure of the b�g
gentleman �n spectacles, but h�s bravery had �nsp�red h�m w�th a very
genu�ne feel�ng of respect, so, when h�s pract�ced ear detected a
shell com�ng the�r way, he had acted the part of a fr�end and placed
the c�v�l�an �n a safer pos�t�on. The m�ss�le landed some ten paces
from where they were and exploded, cover�ng them both w�th earth
and debr�s. The c�t�zen kept h�s feet and rece�ved not so much as a
scratch, wh�le the off�cer had both legs broken.

“It �s well!” was all he sa�d; “they have sent me my reckon�ng!”
He caused h�s men to take h�m across the s�dewalk and place h�m

w�th h�s back to the wall, near where the dead woman lay, stretched
across her doorstep. H�s boy�sh face had lost noth�ng of �ts energy
and determ�nat�on.



“It don’t matter, my ch�ldren; l�sten to what I say. Don’t f�re too
hurr�edly; take your t�me. When the t�me comes for you to charge, I
w�ll tell you.”

And he cont�nued to command them st�ll, w�th head erect, watchful
of the movements of the d�stant enemy. Another house was burn�ng,
d�rectly across the street. The crash and rattle of musketry, the roar
of burst�ng shells, rent the a�r, th�ck w�th dust and sulphurous smoke.
Men dropped at the corner of every lane and alley; corpses scattered
here and there upon the pavement, s�ngly or �n l�ttle groups, made
splotches of dark color, h�deously splashed w�th red. And over the
doomed v�llage a fr�ghtful uproar rose and swelled, the v�nd�ct�ve
shouts of thousands, devot�ng to destruct�on a few hundred brave
men, resolute to d�e.

Then Delaherche, who all th�s t�me had been frant�cally shout�ng to
We�ss w�thout �nterm�ss�on, addressed h�m one last appeal:

“You won’t come? Very well! then I shall leave you to your fate.
Ad�eu!”

It was seven o’clock, and he had delayed h�s departure too long.
So long as the houses were there to afford h�m shelter he took
advantage of every doorway, of every b�t of project�ng wall, shr�nk�ng
at every volley �nto cav�t�es that were r�d�culously small �n
compar�son w�th h�s bulk. He turned and tw�sted �n and out w�th the
s�nuous dexter�ty of the serpent; he would never have supposed that
there was so much of h�s youthful ag�l�ty left �n h�m. When he
reached the end of the v�llage, however, and had to make h�s way for
a space of some three hundred yards along the deserted, empty
road, swept by the batter�es on L�ry h�ll, although the persp�rat�on
was stream�ng from h�s face and body, he sh�vered and h�s teeth
chattered. For a m�nute or so he advanced caut�ously along the bed
of a dry d�tch, bent almost double, then, suddenly forsak�ng the
protect�ng shelter, burst �nto the open and ran for �t w�th m�ght and
ma�n, w�ldly, a�mlessly, h�s ears r�ng�ng w�th detonat�ons that
sounded to h�m l�ke thunder-claps. H�s eyes burned l�ke coals of f�re;
�t seemed to h�m that he was wrapt �n flame. It was an etern�ty of
torture. Then he suddenly caught s�ght of a l�ttle house to h�s left,
and he rushed for the fr�endly refuge, ga�ned �t, w�th a sensat�on as �f



an �mmense load had been l�fted from h�s breast. The place was
tenanted, there were men and horses there. At f�rst he could
d�st�ngu�sh noth�ng. What he beheld subsequently f�lled h�m w�th
amazement.

Was not that the Emperor, attended by h�s br�ll�ant staff? He
hes�tated, although for the last two days he had been boast�ng of h�s
acqua�ntance w�th h�m, then stood star�ng, open-mouthed. It was
�ndeed Napoleon III.; he appeared larger, somehow, and more
�mpos�ng on horseback, and h�s mustache was so st�ffly waxed,
there was such a br�ll�ant color on h�s cheeks, that Delaherche saw
at once he had been “made up” and pa�nted l�ke an actor. He had
had recourse to cosmet�cs to conceal from h�s army the ravages that
anx�ety and �llness had wrought �n h�s countenance, the ghastly
pallor of h�s face, h�s p�nched nose, h�s dull, sunken eyes, and
hav�ng been not�f�ed at f�ve o’clock that there was f�ght�ng at
Baze�lles, had come forth to see, sadly and s�lently, l�ke a phantom
w�th rouged cheeks.

There was a br�ck-k�ln near by, beh�nd wh�ch there was safety from
the ra�n of bullets that kept patter�ng �ncessantly on �ts other front
and the shells that burst at every second on the road. The mounted
group had halted.

“S�re,” someone murmured, “you are �n danger—”
But the Emperor turned and mot�oned to h�s staff to take refuge �n

the narrow road that sk�rted the k�ln, where men and horses would
be sheltered from the f�re.

“Really, S�re, th�s �s madness. S�re, we entreat you—”
H�s only answer was to repeat h�s gesture; probably he thought

that the appearance of a group of br�ll�ant un�forms on that deserted
road would draw the f�re of the batter�es on the left bank. Ent�rely
unattended he rode forward �nto the m�dst of the storm of shot and
shell, calmly, unhurr�edly, w�th h�s unvary�ng a�r of res�gned
�nd�fference, the a�r of one who goes to meet h�s appo�nted fate.
Could �t be that he heard beh�nd h�m the �mplacable vo�ce that was
urg�ng h�m onward, that vo�ce from Par�s: “March! march! d�e the
hero’s death on the p�led corpses of thy countrymen, let the whole
world look on �n awe-struck adm�rat�on, so that thy son may re�gn!”—



could that be what he heard? He rode forward, controll�ng h�s
charger to a slow walk. For the space of a hundred yards he thus
rode forward, then halted, awa�t�ng the death he had come there to
seek. The bullets sang �n concert w�th a mus�c l�ke the f�erce
autumnal blast; a shell burst �n front of h�m and covered h�m w�th
earth. He ma�nta�ned h�s att�tude of pat�ent wa�t�ng. H�s steed, w�th
d�stended eyes and qu�ver�ng frame, �nst�nct�vely reco�led before the
gr�m presence who was so close at hand and yet refused to sm�te
horse or r�der. At last the try�ng exper�ence came to an end, and the
Emperor, w�th h�s sto�c fatal�sm, understand�ng that h�s t�me was not
yet come, tranqu�lly retraced h�s steps, as �f h�s only object had been
to reconno�ter the pos�t�on of the German batter�es.

“What courage, S�re! We beseech you, do not expose yourself
further—”

But, unm�ndful of the�r sol�c�tat�ons, he beckoned to h�s staff to
follow h�m, not offer�ng at present to consult the�r safety more than
he d�d h�s own, and turned h�s horse’s head toward la Moncelle,
qu�tt�ng the road and tak�ng the abandoned f�elds of la R�pa�lle. A
capta�n was mortally wounded, two horses were k�lled. As he passed
along the l�ne of the 12th corps, appear�ng and van�sh�ng l�ke a
specter, the men eyed h�m w�th cur�os�ty, but d�d not cheer.

To all these events had Delaherche been w�tness, and now he
trembled at the thought that he, too, as soon as he should have left
the br�ck works, would have to run the gauntlet of those terr�ble
project�les. He l�ngered, l�sten�ng to the conversat�on of some
d�smounted off�cers who had rema�ned there.

“I tell you he was k�lled on the spot; cut �n two by a shell.”
“You are wrong, I saw h�m carr�ed off the f�eld. H�s wound was not

severe; a spl�nter struck h�m on the h�p.”
“What t�me was �t?”
“Why, about an hour ago—say half-past s�x. It was up there

around la Moncelle, �n a sunken road.”
“I know he �s dead.”
“But I tell you he �s not! He even sat h�s horse for a moment after

he was h�t, then he fa�nted and they carr�ed h�m �nto a cottage to



attend to h�s wound.”
“And then returned to Sedan?”
“Certa�nly; he �s �n Sedan now.”
Of whom could they be speak�ng? Delaherche qu�ckly learned that

�t was of Marshal MacMahon, who had been wounded wh�le pay�ng a
v�s�t of �nspect�on to h�s advanced posts. The marshal wounded! �t
was “just our luck,” as the l�eutenant of mar�nes had put �t. He was
reflect�ng on what the consequences of the m�shap were l�kely to be
when an estafette dashed by at top speed, shout�ng to a comrade,
whom he recogn�zed:

“General Ducrot �s made commander-�n-ch�ef! The army �s ordered
to concentrate at Illy �n order to retreat on Méz�ères!”

The cour�er was already far away, gallop�ng �nto Baze�lles under
the constantly �ncreas�ng f�re, when Delaherche, startled by the
strange t�d�ngs that came to h�m �n such qu�ck success�on and not
rel�sh�ng the prospect of be�ng �nvolved �n the confus�on of the
retreat�ng troops, plucked up courage and started on a run for Balan,
whence he rega�ned Sedan w�thout much d�ff�culty.

The estafette tore through Baze�lles on a gallop, d�ssem�nat�ng the
news, hunt�ng up the commanders to g�ve them the�r �nstruct�ons,
and as he sped sw�ftly on the �ntell�gence spread among the troops:
Marshal MacMahon wounded, General Ducrot �n command, the
army fall�ng back on Illy!

“What �s that they are say�ng?” cr�ed We�ss, whose face by th�s
t�me was gr�my w�th powder. “Retreat on Méz�ères at th�s late hour!
but �t �s absurd, they w�ll never get through!”

And h�s consc�ence pr�cked h�m, he repented b�tterly hav�ng g�ven
that counsel the day before to that very general who was now
�nvested w�th the supreme command. Yes, certa�nly, that was
yesterday the best, the only plan, to retreat, w�thout loss of a
m�nute’s t�me, by the Sa�nt-Albert pass, but now the way could be no
longer open to them, the black swarms of Pruss�ans had certa�nly
ant�c�pated them and were on the pla�n of Donchery. There were two
courses left for them to pursue, both desperate; and the most
prom�s�ng, as well as the bravest, of them was to dr�ve the Bavar�ans



�nto the Meuse, and cut the�r way through and rega�n possess�on of
the Car�gnan road.

We�ss, whose spectacles were constantly sl�pp�ng down upon h�s
nose, adjusted them nervously and proceeded to expla�n matters to
the l�eutenant, who was st�ll seated aga�nst the wall w�th h�s two
stumps of legs, very pale and slowly bleed�ng to death.

“L�eutenant, I assure you I am r�ght. Tell your men to stand the�r
ground. You can see for yourself that we are do�ng well. One more
effort l�ke the last, and we shall dr�ve them �nto the r�ver.”

It was true that the Bavar�ans’ second attack had been repulsed.
The m�tra�lleuses had aga�n swept the Place de l’Égl�se, the heaps of
corpses �n the square resembled barr�cades, and our troops,
emerg�ng from every cross street, had dr�ven the enemy at the po�nt
of the bayonet through the meadows toward the r�ver �n headlong
fl�ght, wh�ch m�ght eas�ly have been converted �nto a general rout
had there been fresh troops to support the sa�lor-boys, who had
suffered severely and were by th�s t�me much d�stressed. And �n
Mont�v�ll�ers Park, aga�n, the f�r�ng d�d not seem to advance, wh�ch
was a s�gn that �n that quarter, also, re�nforcements, could they have
been had, would have cleared the wood.

“Order your men to charge them w�th the bayonet, l�eutenant.”
The waxen pallor of death was on the poor boy-off�cer’s face; yet

he had strength to murmur �n feeble accents:
“You hear, my ch�ldren; g�ve them the bayonet!”
It was h�s last utterance; h�s sp�r�t passed, h�s �ngenuous, resolute

face and h�s w�de open eyes st�ll turned on the battle. The fl�es
already were beg�nn�ng to buzz about Franço�se’s head and settle
there, wh�le ly�ng on h�s bed l�ttle Charles, �n an access of del�r�um,
was call�ng on h�s mother �n p�t�ful, beseech�ng tones to g�ve h�m
someth�ng to quench h�s th�rst.

“Mother, mother, awake; get up—I am th�rsty, I am so th�rsty.”
But the �nstruct�ons of the new ch�ef were �mperat�ve, and the

off�cers, vexed and gr�eved to see the successes they had ach�eved
thus rendered nugatory, had noth�ng for �t but to g�ve orders for the
retreat. It was pla�n that the commander-�n-ch�ef, possessed by a



haunt�ng dread of the enemy’s turn�ng movement, was determ�ned to
sacr�f�ce everyth�ng �n order to escape from the to�ls. The Place de
l’Égl�se was evacuated, the troops fell back from street to street;
soon the broad avenue was empt�ed of �ts defenders. Women
shr�eked and sobbed, men swore and shook the�r f�sts at the ret�r�ng
troops, fur�ous to see themselves abandoned thus. Many shut
themselves �n the�r houses, resolved to d�e �n the�r defense.

“Well, I am not go�ng to g�ve up the sh�p!” shouted We�ss, bes�de
h�mself w�th rage. “No! I w�ll leave my sk�n here f�rst. Let them come
on! let them come and smash my furn�ture and dr�nk my w�ne!”

Wrath f�lled h�s m�nd to the exclus�on of all else, a w�ld, f�erce
des�re to f�ght, to k�ll, at the thought that the hated fore�gner should
enter h�s house, s�t �n h�s cha�r, dr�nk from h�s glass. It wrought a
change �n all h�s nature; everyth�ng that went to make up h�s da�ly l�fe
—w�fe, bus�ness, the method�cal prudence of the small bourgeo�s—
seemed suddenly to become unstable and dr�ft away from h�m. And
he shut h�mself up �n h�s house and barr�caded �t, he paced the
empty apartments w�th the restless �mpat�ence of a caged w�ld beast,
go�ng from room to room to make sure that all the doors and
w�ndows were securely fastened. He counted h�s cartr�dges and
found he had forty left, then, as he was about to g�ve a f�nal look to
the meadows to see whether any attack was to be apprehended
from that quarter, the s�ght of the h�lls on the left bank arrested h�s
attent�on for a moment. The smoke-wreaths �nd�cated d�st�nctly the
pos�t�on of the Pruss�an batter�es, and at the corner of a l�ttle wood
on la Marfée, over the powerful battery at Freno�s, he aga�n beheld
the group of un�forms, more numerous than before, and so d�st�nct �n
the br�ght sunl�ght that by supplement�ng h�s spectacles w�th h�s
b�nocle he could make out the gold of the�r epaulettes and helmets.

“You d�rty scoundrels, you d�rty scoundrels!” he tw�ce repeated,
extend�ng h�s clenched f�st �n �mpotent menace.

Those who were up there on la Marfée were K�ng W�ll�am and h�s
staff. As early as seven o’clock he had r�dden up from Vendresse,
where he had had quarters for the n�ght, and now was up there on
the he�ghts, out of reach of danger, wh�le at h�s feet lay the valley of
the Meuse and the vast panorama of the f�eld of battle. Far as the



eye could reach, from north to south, the b�rd’s-eye v�ew extended,
and stand�ng on the summ�t of the h�ll, as from h�s throne �n some
colossal opera box, the monarch surveyed the scene.

In the central foreground of the p�cture, and stand�ng out �n bold
rel�ef aga�nst the venerable forests of the Ardennes, that stretched
away on e�ther hand from r�ght to left, f�ll�ng the northern hor�zon l�ke
a curta�n of dark verdure, was the c�ty of Sedan, w�th the geometr�cal
l�nes and angles of �ts fort�f�cat�ons, protected on the south and west
by the flooded meadows and the r�ver. In Baze�lles houses were
already burn�ng, and the dark cloud of war hung heavy over the
pretty v�llage. Turn�ng h�s eyes eastward he m�ght d�scover, hold�ng
the l�ne between la Moncelle and G�vonne, some reg�ments of the
12th and 1st corps, look�ng l�ke d�m�nut�ve �nsects at that d�stance
and lost to s�ght at �ntervals �n the d�p of the narrow valley �n wh�ch
the hamlets lay concealed; and beyond that valley rose the further
slope, an un�nhab�ted, uncult�vated heath, of wh�ch the pale t�nts
made the dark green of Cheval�er’s Wood look black by contrast. To
the north the 7th corps was more d�st�nctly v�s�ble �n �ts pos�t�on on
the plateau of Flo�ng, a broad belt of sere, dun f�elds, that sloped
downward from the l�ttle wood of la Garenne to the verdant border of
the stream. Further st�ll were Flo�ng, Sa�nt-Menges, Fle�gneux, Illy,
small v�llages that lay nestled �n the hollows of that b�llow�ng reg�on
where the landscape was a success�on of h�ll and dale. And there,
too, to the left was the great bend of the Meuse, where the slugg�sh
stream, sh�mmer�ng l�ke molten s�lver �n the br�ght sunl�ght, swept
laz�ly �n a great horseshoe around the pen�nsula of Iges and barred
the road to Méz�ères, leav�ng between �ts further bank and the
�mpassable forest but one s�ngle gateway, the def�le of Sa�nt-Albert.

It was �n that tr�angular space that the hundred thousand men and
f�ve hundred guns of the French army had now been crowded and
brought to bay, and when H�s Pruss�an Majesty condescended to
turn h�s gaze st�ll further to the westward he m�ght perce�ve another
pla�n, the pla�n of Donchery, a success�on of bare f�elds stretch�ng
away toward Br�ancourt, Marancourt, and Vr�gne-aux-Bo�s, a
desolate expanse of gray waste beneath the clear blue sky; and d�d
he turn h�m to the east, he aga�n had before h�s eyes, fac�ng the
l�nes �n wh�ch the French were so closely hemmed, a vast level



stretch of country �n wh�ch were numerous v�llages, f�rst Douzy and
Car�gnan, then more to the north Rubecourt, Pourru-aux-Bo�s,
Francheval, V�llers-Cernay, and last of all, near the front�er, Chapelle.
All about h�m, far as he could see, the land was h�s; he could d�rect
the movements of the quarter of a m�ll�on of men and the e�ght
hundred guns that const�tuted h�s army, could master at a glance
every deta�l of the operat�ons of h�s �nvad�ng host. Even then the XIth
corps was press�ng forward toward Sa�nt-Menges, wh�le the Vth was
at Vr�gne-aux-Bo�s, and the Wurtemburg d�v�s�on was near
Donchery, awa�t�ng orders. Th�s was what he beheld to the west, and
�f, turn�ng to the east, he found h�s v�ew obstructed �n that quarter by
tree-clad h�lls, he could p�cture to h�mself what was pass�ng, for he
had seen the XIIth corps enter�ng the wood of Cheval�er, he knew
that by that t�me the Guards were at V�llers-Cernay. There were the
two arms of the g�gant�c v�se, the army of the Crown Pr�nce of
Pruss�a on the left, the Saxon Pr�nce’s army on the r�ght, slowly,
�rres�st�bly clos�ng on each other, wh�le the two Bavar�an corps were
hammer�ng away at Baze�lles.

Underneath the K�ng’s pos�t�on the long l�ne of batter�es, stretch�ng
w�th hardly an �nterval from Rem�lly to Freno�s, kept up an
un�nterm�ttent f�re, pour�ng the�r shells �nto Da�gny and la Moncelle,
send�ng them hurtl�ng over Sedan c�ty to sweep the northern
plateaus. It was barely e�ght o’clock, and w�th eyes f�xed on the
g�gant�c board he d�rected the movements of the game, awa�t�ng the
�nev�table end, calmly controll�ng the black cloud of men that beneath
h�m swept, an array of p�gm�es, athwart the sm�l�ng landscape.



II.

In the dense fog up on the plateau of Flo�ng Gaude, the bugler,
sounded reve�lle at peep of day w�th all the lung-power he was
possessed of, but the �nsp�r�ng stra�n d�ed away and was lost �n the
damp, heavy a�r, and the men, who had not had courage even to
erect the�r tents and had thrown themselves, wrapped �n the�r
blankets, upon the muddy ground, d�d not awake or st�r, but lay l�ke
corpses, the�r ashen features set and r�g�d �n the slumber of utter
exhaust�on. To arouse them from the�r trance-l�ke sleep they had to
be shaken, one by one, and, w�th ghastly faces and haggard eyes,
they rose to the�r feet, l�ke be�ngs summoned, aga�nst the�r w�ll, back
from another world. It was Jean who awoke Maur�ce.

“What �s �t? Where are we!” asked the younger man. He looked
affr�ghtedly around h�m, and beheld only that gray waste, �n wh�ch
were float�ng the unsubstant�al forms of h�s comrades. Objects
twenty yards away were und�st�ngu�shable; h�s knowledge of the
country ava�led h�m not; he could not even have �nd�cated �n wh�ch
d�rect�on lay Sedan. Just then, however, the boom of cannon,
somewhere �n the d�stance, fell upon h�s ear. “Ah! I remember; the
battle �s for to-day; they are f�ght�ng. So much the better; there w�ll be
an end to our suspense!”

He heard other vo�ces around h�m express�ng the same �dea.
There was a feel�ng of stern sat�sfact�on that at last the�r long
n�ghtmare was to be d�spelled, that at last they were to have a s�ght
of those Pruss�ans whom they had come out to look for, and before
whom they had been retreat�ng so many weary days; that they were
to be g�ven a chance to try a shot at them, and l�ghten the load of
cartr�dges that had been tugg�ng at the�r belts so long, w�th never an



opportun�ty to burn a s�ngle one of them. Everyone felt that, th�s t�me,
the battle would not, could not be avo�ded.

But the guns began to thunder more loudly down at Baze�lles, and
Jean bent h�s ear to l�sten.

“Where �s the f�r�ng?”
“Fa�th,” repl�ed Maur�ce, “�t seems to me to be over toward the

Meuse; but I’ll be hanged �f I know where we are.”
“Look here, youngster,” sa�d the corporal, “you are go�ng to st�ck

close by me to-day, for unless a man has h�s w�ts about h�m, don’t
you see, he �s l�kely to get �n trouble. Now, I have been there before,
and can keep an eye out for both of us.”

The others of the squad, meant�me, were growl�ng angr�ly because
they had noth�ng w�th wh�ch to warm the�r stomachs. There was no
poss�b�l�ty of k�ndl�ng f�res w�thout dry wood �n such weather as
preva�led then, and so, at the very moment when they were about to
go �nto battle, the �nner man put �n h�s cla�m for recogn�t�on, and
would not be den�ed. Hunger �s not conduc�ve to hero�sm; to those
poor fellows eat�ng was the great, the momentous quest�on of l�fe;
how lov�ngly they watched the bo�l�ng pot on those red-letter days
when the soup was r�ch and th�ck; how l�ke ch�ldren or savages they
were �n the�r wrath when rat�ons were not forthcom�ng!

“No eat, no f�ght!” declared Chouteau. “I’ll be blowed �f I am go�ng
to r�sk my sk�n to-day!”

The rad�cal was cropp�ng out aga�n �n the great hulk�ng house-
pa�nter, the orator of Bellev�lle, the pothouse pol�t�c�an, who drowned
what few correct �deas he p�cked up here and there �n a nauseous
m�xture of �neffable folly and falsehood.

“Bes�des,” he went on, “what good was there �n mak�ng fools of us
as they have been do�ng all along, tell�ng us that the Pruss�ans were
dy�ng of hunger and d�sease, that they had not so much as a sh�rt to
the�r back, and were tramp�ng along the h�ghways l�ke ragged, f�lthy
paupers!”

Loubet laughed the laugh of the Par�s�an gam�n, who has
exper�enced the var�ous v�c�ss�tudes of l�fe �n the Halles.



“Oh, that’s all �n my eye! �t �s we fellows who have been catch�ng �t
r�ght along; we are the poor dev�ls whose leaky brogans and tattered
toggery would make folks throw us a copper. And then those great
v�ctor�es about wh�ch they made such a fuss! What prec�ous l�ars
they must be, to tell us that old B�smarck had been made pr�soner
and that a German army had been dr�ven over a quarry and dashed
to p�eces! Oh yes, they fooled us �n great shape.”

Pache and Lapoulle, who were stand�ng near, shook the�r heads
and clenched the�r f�sts om�nously. There were others, also, who
made no attempt to conceal the�r anger, for the course of the
newspapers �n constantly pr�nt�ng bogus news had had most
d�sastrous results; all conf�dence was destroyed, men had ceased to
bel�eve anyth�ng or anybody. And so �t was that �n the sold�ers,
ch�ldren of a larger growth, the�r br�ght dreams of other days had
now been supplanted by exaggerated ant�c�pat�ons of m�sfortune.

“Pard�!” cont�nued Chouteau, “the th�ng �s accounted for eas�ly
enough, s�nce our rulers have been sell�ng us to the enemy r�ght
from the beg�nn�ng. You all know that �t �s so.”

Lapoulle’s rust�c s�mpl�c�ty revolted at the �dea.
“For shame! what w�cked people they must be!”
“Yes, sold, as Judas sold h�s master,” murmured Pache, m�ndful of

h�s stud�es �n sacred h�story.
It was Chouteau’s hour of tr�umph. “Mon D�eu! �t �s as pla�n as the

nose on your face. MacMahon got three m�ll�ons and each of the
other generals got a m�ll�on, as the pr�ce of br�ng�ng us up here. The
barga�n was made at Par�s last spr�ng, and last n�ght they sent up a
rocket as a s�gnal to let B�smarck know that everyth�ng was f�xed and
he m�ght come and take us.”

The story was so �nanely stup�d that Maur�ce was d�sgusted. There
had been a t�me when Chouteau, thanks to h�s facund�ty of the
faubourg, had �nterested and almost conv�nced h�m, but now he had
come to detest that apostle of falsehood, that snake �n the grass,
who calumn�ated honest effort of every k�nd �n order to s�cken others
of �t.



“Why do you talk such nonsense?” he excla�med. “You know very
well there �s no truth �n �t.”

“What, not true? Do you mean to say �t �s not true that we are
betrayed? Ah, come, my ar�stocrat�c fr�end, perhaps you are one of
them, perhaps you belong to the d—d band of d�rty tra�tors?” He
came forward threaten�ngly. “If you are you have only to say so, my
f�ne gentleman, for we w�ll attend to your case r�ght here, and won’t
wa�t for your fr�end B�smarck, e�ther.”

The others were also beg�nn�ng to growl and show the�r teeth, and
Jean thought �t t�me that he should �nterfere.

“S�lence there! I w�ll report the f�rst man who says another word!”
But Chouteau sneered and jeered at h�m; what d�d he care

whether he reported h�m or not! He was not go�ng to f�ght unless he
chose, and they need not try to r�de h�m rough-shod, because he
had cartr�dges �n h�s box for other people bes�de the Pruss�ans. They
were go�ng �nto act�on now, and what d�sc�pl�ne had been ma�nta�ned
by fear would be at an end: what could they do to h�m, anyway? he
would just sk�p as soon as he thought he had enough of �t. And he
was profane and obscene, egg�ng the men on aga�nst the corporal,
who had been allow�ng them to starve. Yes, �t was h�s fault that the
squad had had noth�ng to eat �n the last three days, wh�le the�r
ne�ghbors had soup and fresh meat �n plenty, but “mons�eur” had to
go off to town w�th the “ar�sto” and enjoy h�mself w�th the g�rls.
People had spotted ’em, over �n Sedan.

“You stole the money belong�ng to the squad; deny �t �f you dare,
you bougre of a belly-god!”

Th�ngs were beg�nn�ng to assume an ugly complex�on; Lapoulle
was doubl�ng h�s b�g f�sts �n a way that looked l�ke bus�ness, and
Pache, w�th the pangs of hunger gnaw�ng at h�s v�tals, la�d as�de h�s
natural douceness and �ns�sted on an explanat�on. The only
reasonable one among them was Loubet, who gave one of h�s
pawky laughs and suggested that, be�ng Frenchmen, they m�ght as
well d�ne off the Pruss�ans as eat one another. For h�s part, he took
no stock �n f�ght�ng, e�ther w�th f�sts or f�rearms, and allud�ng to the
few hundred francs that he had earned as subst�tute, added:



“And so, that was all they thought my h�de was worth! Well, I am
not go�ng to g�ve them more than the�r money’s worth.”

Maur�ce and Jean were �n a tower�ng rage at the �dot�c onslaught,
talk�ng loudly and repell�ng Chouteau’s �ns�nuat�ons, when out from
the fog came a stentor�an vo�ce, bellow�ng:

“What’s th�s? what’s th�s? Show me the rascals who dare quarrel
�n the company street!”

And L�eutenant Rochas appeared upon the scene, �n h�s old kep�,
whence the ra�n had washed all the color, and h�s great coat, m�nus
many of �ts buttons, ev�nc�ng �n all h�s lean, shambl�ng person the
extreme of poverty and d�stress. Notw�thstand�ng h�s forlorn aspect,
however, h�s sparkl�ng eye and br�stl�ng mustache showed that h�s
old t�me conf�dence had suffered no �mpa�rment.

Jean spoke up, scarce able to restra�n h�mself. “L�eutenant, �t �s
these men, who pers�st �n say�ng that we are betrayed. Yes, they
dare to assert that our generals have sold us—”

The �dea of treason d�d not appear so extremely unnatural to
Rochas’s th�ck understand�ng, for �t served to expla�n those reverses
that he could not account for otherw�se.

“Well, suppose they are sold, �s �t any of the�r bus�ness? What
concern �s �t of the�rs? The Pruss�ans are there all the same, aren’t
they? and we are go�ng to g�ve them one of the old-fash�oned
h�d�ngs, such as they won’t forget �n one wh�le.” Down below them �n
the th�ck sea of fog the guns at Baze�lles were st�ll pound�ng away,
and he extended h�s arms w�th a broad, sweep�ng gesture: “He�n!
th�s �s the t�me that we’ve got them! We’ll see them back home, and
k�ck them every step of the way!”

All the tr�als and troubles of the past were to h�m as �f they had not
been, now that h�s ears were gladdened by the roar of the guns: the
delays and confl�ct�ng orders of the ch�efs, the demoral�zat�on of the
troops, the stampede at Beaumont, the d�stress of the recent forced
retreat on Sedan—all were forgotten. Now that they were about to
f�ght at last, was not v�ctory certa�n? He had learned noth�ng and
forgotten noth�ng; h�s bluster�ng, boastful contempt of the enemy, h�s
ent�re �gnorance of the new arts and appl�ances of war, h�s rooted
conv�ct�on that an old sold�er of Afr�ca, Italy, and the Cr�mea could by



no poss�b�l�ty be beaten, had suffered no change. It was really a l�ttle
too com�cal that a man at h�s age should take the back track and
beg�n at the beg�nn�ng aga�n!

All at once h�s lantern jaws parted and gave utterance to a loud
laugh. He was v�s�ted by one of those �mpulses of good-fellowsh�p
that made h�s men swear by h�m, desp�te the roughness of the
jobat�ons that he frequently bestowed on them.

“Look here, my ch�ldren, �n place of quarrel�ng �t w�ll be a great
deal better to take a good n�p all around. Come, I’m go�ng to treat,
and you shall dr�nk my health.”

From the capac�ous pocket of h�s capote he extracted a bottle of
brandy, add�ng, w�th h�s all-conquer�ng a�r, that �t was the g�ft of a
lady. (He had been seen the day before, seated at the table of a
tavern �n Flo�ng and hold�ng the wa�tress on h�s lap, ev�dently on the
best of terms w�th her.) The sold�ers laughed and w�nked at one
another, hold�ng out the�r porr�ngers, �nto wh�ch he gayly poured the
golden l�quor.

“Dr�nk to your sweethearts, my ch�ldren, �f you have any and don’t
forget to dr�nk to the glory of France. Them’s my sent�ments, so v�ve
la jo�e!”

“That’s r�ght, L�eutenant. Here’s to your health, and everybody
else’s!”

They all drank, and the�r hearts were warmed and peace re�gned
once more. The “n�p” had much of comfort �n �t, �n the ch�ll morn�ng,
just as they were go�ng �nto act�on, and Maur�ce felt �t t�ngl�ng �n h�s
ve�ns, g�v�ng h�m cheer and a sort of what �s known colloqu�ally as
“Dutch courage.” Why should they not wh�p the Pruss�ans? Have not
battles the�r surpr�ses? has not h�story embalmed many an �nstance
of the f�ckleness of fortune? That m�ghty man of war, the l�eutenant,
added that Baza�ne was on the way to jo�n them, would be w�th them
before the day was over: oh, the �nformat�on was pos�t�ve; he had �t
from an a�d to one of the generals; and although, �n speak�ng of the
route the marshal was to come by, he po�nted to the front�er of
Belg�um, Maur�ce y�elded to one of those spasmod�c attacks of
hopefulness of h�s, w�thout wh�ch l�fe to h�m would not have been
worth l�v�ng. M�ght �t not be that the day of reckon�ng was at hand?



“Why don’t we move, L�eutenant?” he made bold to ask. “What are
we wa�t�ng for?”

Rochas made a gesture, wh�ch the other �nterpreted to mean that
no orders had been rece�ved. Presently he asked:

“Has anybody seen the capta�n?”
No one answered. Jean remembered perfectly hav�ng seen h�m

mak�ng for Sedan the n�ght before, but to the sold�er who knows
what �s good for h�mself, h�s off�cers are always �nv�s�ble when they
are not on duty. He held h�s tongue, therefore, unt�l happen�ng to turn
h�s head, he caught s�ght of a shadowy form fl�tt�ng along the hedge.

“Here he �s,” sa�d he.
It was Capta�n Beaudo�n �n the flesh. They were all surpr�sed by

the natt�ness of h�s appearance, h�s resplendent shoes, h�s well-
brushed un�form, afford�ng such a str�k�ng contrast to the l�eutenant’s
p�t�ful state. And there was a f�n�ck�ng completeness, moreover,
about h�s to�let, greater than the male be�ng �s accustomed to bestow
upon h�mself, �n h�s scrupulously wh�te hands and h�s carefully curled
mustache, and a fa�nt perfume of Pers�an l�lac, wh�ch had the effect
of rem�nd�ng one �n some myster�ous way of the dress�ng room of a
young and pretty woman.

“Hallo!” sa�d Loubet, w�th a sneer, “the capta�n has recovered h�s
baggage!”

But no one laughed, for they all knew h�m to be a man w�th whom
�t was not well to joke. He was st�ff and consequent�al w�th h�s men,
and was detested accord�ngly; a pète-sec, to use Rochas’s
express�on. He had seemed to regard the early reverses of the
campa�gn as personal affronts, and the d�saster that all had
prognost�cated was to h�m an unpardonable cr�me. He was a strong
Bonapart�st by conv�ct�on; h�s prospects for promot�on were of the
br�ghtest; he had several �mportant salons look�ng after h�s �nterests;
naturally, he d�d not take k�ndly to the changed cond�t�on of affa�rs
that prom�sed to make h�s cake dough. He was sa�d to have a
remarkably f�ne tenor vo�ce, wh�ch had helped h�m no l�ttle �n h�s
advancement. He was not devo�d of �ntell�gence, though perfectly
�gnorant as regarded everyth�ng connected w�th h�s profess�on;



eager to please, and very brave, when there was occas�on for be�ng
so, w�thout superfluous rashness.

“What a nasty fog!” was all he sa�d, pleased to have found h�s
company at last, for wh�ch he had been search�ng for more than half
an hour.

At the same t�me the�r orders came, and the battal�on moved
forward. They had to proceed w�th caut�on, feel�ng the�r way, for the
exhalat�ons cont�nued to r�se from the stream and were now so
dense that they were prec�p�tated �n a f�ne, dr�zzl�ng ra�n. A v�s�on
rose before Maur�ce’s eyes that �mpressed h�m deeply; �t was
Colonel de V�neu�l, who loomed suddenly from out the m�st, s�tt�ng
h�s horse, erect and mot�onless, at the �ntersect�on of two roads—the
man appear�ng of preternatural s�ze, and so pale and r�g�d that he
m�ght have served a sculptor as a study for a statue of despa�r; the
steed sh�ver�ng �n the raw, ch�ll a�r of morn�ng, h�s d�lated nostr�ls
turned �n the d�rect�on of the d�stant f�r�ng. Some ten paces to the�r
rear were the reg�mental colors, wh�ch the sous-l�eutenant whose
duty �t was to bear them had thus early taken from the�r case and
proudly ra�sed aloft, and as the dr�v�ng, vaporous rack edd�ed and
sw�rled about them, they shone l�ke a rad�ant v�s�on of glory
emblazoned on the heavens, soon to fade and van�sh from the s�ght.
Water was dr�pp�ng from the g�lded eagle, and the tattered, shot-
r�ddled tr�-color, on wh�ch were embro�dered the names of former
v�ctor�es, was sta�ned and �ts br�ght hues d�mmed by the smoke of
many a battlef�eld; the sole b�t of br�ll�ant color �n all the faded
splendor was the enameled cross of honor that was attached to the
cravate.

Another b�llow of vapor came scurry�ng up from the r�ver,
enshroud�ng �n �ts fleecy depths colonel, standard, and all, and the
battal�on passed on, wh�therward no one could tell. F�rst the�r route
had conducted them over descend�ng ground, now they were
cl�mb�ng a h�ll. On reach�ng the summ�t the command, halt! started at
the front and ran down the column; the men were caut�oned not to
leave the ranks, arms were ordered, and there they rema�ned, the
heavy knapsacks form�ng a gr�evous burden to weary shoulders. It
was ev�dent that they were on a plateau, but to d�scern local�t�es was



out of the quest�on; twenty paces was the extreme range of v�s�on. It
was now seven o’clock; the sound of f�r�ng reached them more
d�st�nctly, other batter�es were apparently open�ng on Sedan from the
oppos�te bank.

“Oh! I,” sa�d Sergeant Sap�n w�th a start, address�ng Jean and
Maur�ce, “I shall be k�lled to-day.”

It was the f�rst t�me he had opened h�s l�ps that morn�ng; an
express�on of dreamy melancholy had rested on h�s th�n face, w�th �ts
b�g, handsome eyes and th�n, p�nched nose.

“What an �dea!” Jean excla�med; “who can tell what �s go�ng to
happen h�m? Every bullet has �ts b�llet, they say, but you stand no
worse chance than the rest of us.”

“Oh, but me—I am as good as dead now. I tell you I shall be k�lled
to-day.”

The near f�les turned and looked at h�m cur�ously, ask�ng h�m �f he
had had a dream. No, he had dreamed noth�ng, but he felt �t; �t was
there.

“And �t �s a p�ty, all the same, because I was to be marr�ed when I
got my d�scharge.”

A vague express�on came �nto h�s eyes aga�n; h�s past l�fe rose
before h�m. He was the son of a small reta�l grocer at Lyons, and had
been petted and spo�led by h�s mother up to the t�me of her death;
then reject�ng the proffer of h�s father, w�th whom he d�d not h�t �t off
well, to ass�st �n purchas�ng h�s d�scharge, he had rema�ned w�th the
army, weary and d�sgusted w�th l�fe and w�th h�s surround�ngs.
Com�ng home on furlough, however, he fell �n love w�th a cous�n and
they became engaged; the�r �ntent�on was to open a l�ttle shop on the
small cap�tal wh�ch she would br�ng h�m, and then ex�stence once
more became des�rable. He had rece�ved an elementary educat�on;
could read, wr�te, and c�pher. For the past year he had l�ved only �n
ant�c�pat�on of th�s happy future.

He sh�vered, and gave h�mself a shake to d�spel h�s revery,
repeat�ng w�th h�s tranqu�l a�r:

“Yes, �t �s too bad; I shall be k�lled to-day.”



No one spoke; the uncerta�nty and suspense cont�nued. They
knew not whether the enemy was on the�r front or �n the�r rear.
Strange sounds came to the�r ears from t�me to t�me from out the
depths of the myster�ous fog: the rumble of wheels, the deadened
tramp of mov�ng masses, the d�stant clatter of horses’ hoofs; �t was
the evolut�ons of troops, h�dden from v�ew beh�nd the m�sty curta�n,
the batter�es, battal�ons, and squadrons of the 7th corps tak�ng up
the�r pos�t�ons �n l�ne of battle. Now, however, �t began to look as �f
the fog was about to l�ft; �t parted here and there and fragments
floated l�ghtly off, l�ke str�ps of gauze torn from a ve�l, and b�ts of sky
appeared, not transparently blue, as on a br�ght summer’s day, but
opaque and of the hue of burn�shed steel, l�ke the cheerless bosom
of some deep, sullen mounta�n tarn. It was �n one of those br�ghter
moments when the sun was endeavor�ng to struggle forth that the
reg�ments of chasseurs d’Afr�que, const�tut�ng part of Marguer�tte’s
d�v�s�on, came r�d�ng by, g�v�ng the �mpress�on of a band of spectral
horsemen. They sat very st�ff and erect �n the saddle, w�th the�r short
cavalry jackets, broad red sashes and smart l�ttle kep�s, accurate �n
d�stance and al�gnment and manag�ng adm�rably the�r lean, w�ry
mounts, wh�ch were almost �nv�s�ble under the heterogeneous
collect�on of tools and camp equ�page that they had to carry.
Squadron after squadron they swept by �n long array, to be
swallowed �n the gloom from wh�ch they had just emerged, van�sh�ng
as �f d�ssolved by the f�ne ra�n. The truth was, probably, that they
were �n the way, and the�r leaders, not know�ng what use to put them
to, had packed them off the f�eld, as had often been the case s�nce
the open�ng of the campa�gn. They had scarcely ever been
employed on scout�ng or reconno�ter�ng duty, and as soon as there
was prospect of a f�ght were trotted about for shelter from valley to
valley, useless objects, but too costly to be endangered.

Maur�ce thought of Prosper as he watched them. “That fellow,
yonder, looks l�ke h�m,” he sa�d, under h�s breath. “I wonder �f �t �s
he?”

“Of whom are you speak�ng?” asked Jean.
“Of that young man of Rem�lly, whose brother we met at Osches,

you remember.”



Beh�nd the chasseurs, when they had all passed, came a general
off�cer and h�s staff dash�ng down the descend�ng road, and Maur�ce
recogn�zed the general of the�r br�gade, Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles,
shout�ng and gest�culat�ng w�ldly. He had torn h�mself reluctantly
from h�s comfortable quarters at the Hotel of the Golden Cross, and
�t was ev�dent from the horr�ble temper he was �n that the cond�t�on of
affa�rs that morn�ng was not sat�sfactory to h�m. In a tone of vo�ce so
loud that everyone could hear he roared:

“In the dev�l’s name, what stream �s that off yonder, the Meuse or
the Moselle?”

The fog d�spersed at last, th�s t�me �n earnest. As at Baze�lles the
effect was theatr�cal; the curta�n rolled slowly upward to the fl�es,
d�sclos�ng the sett�ng of the stage. From a sky of transparent blue
the sun poured down a flood of br�ght, golden l�ght, and Maur�ce was
no longer at a loss to recogn�ze the�r pos�t�on.

“Ah!” he sa�d to Jean, “we are on the plateau de l’Algér�e. That
v�llage that you see across the valley, d�rectly �n our front, �s Flo�ng,
and that more d�stant one �s Sa�nt-Menges, and that one, more
d�stant st�ll, a l�ttle to the r�ght, �s Fle�gneux. Then those scrubby
trees on the hor�zon, away �n the background, are the forest of the
Ardennes, and there l�es the front�er—”

He went on to expla�n the�r pos�t�on, nam�ng each local�ty and
po�nt�ng to �t w�th outstretched hand. The plateau de l’Algér�e was a
belt of redd�sh ground, someth�ng less than two m�les �n length,
slop�ng gently downward from the wood of la Garenne toward the
Meuse, from wh�ch �t was separated by the meadows. On �t the l�ne
of the 7th corps had been establ�shed by General Douay, who felt
that h�s numbers were not suff�c�ent to defend so extended a pos�t�on
and properly ma�nta�n h�s touch w�th the 1st corps, wh�ch was posted
at r�ght angles w�th h�s l�ne, occupy�ng the valley of la G�vonne, from
the wood of la Garenne to Da�gny.

“Oh, �sn’t �t grand, �sn’t �t magn�f�cent!”
And Maur�ce, revolv�ng on h�s heel, made w�th h�s hand a

sweep�ng gesture that embraced the ent�re hor�zon. From the�r
pos�t�on on the plateau the whole w�de f�eld of battle lay stretched
before them to the south and west: Sedan, almost at the�r feet,



whose c�tadel they could see overtopp�ng the roofs, then Balan and
Baze�lles, d�mly seen through the dun smoke-clouds that hung
heav�ly �n the mot�onless a�r, and further �n the d�stance the h�lls of
the left bank, L�ry, la Marfée, la Cro�x-P�au. It was away toward the
west, however, �n the d�rect�on of Donchery, that the prospect was
most extens�ve. There the Meuse curved horseshoe-w�se, enc�rcl�ng
the pen�nsula of Iges w�th a r�bbon of pale s�lver, and at the northern
extrem�ty of the loop was d�st�nctly v�s�ble the narrow road of the
Sa�nt-Albert pass, w�nd�ng between the r�ver bank and a beetl�ng,
overhang�ng h�ll that was crowned w�th the l�ttle wood of Seugnon,
an offshoot of the forest of la Fal�zette. At the summ�t of the h�ll, at
the carrefour of la Ma�son-Rouge, the road from Donchery to Vr�gne-
aux-Bo�s debouched �nto the Méz�ères p�ke.

“See, that �s the road by wh�ch we m�ght retreat on Méz�ères.”
Even as he spoke the f�rst gun was f�red from Sa�nt-Menges. The

fog st�ll hung over the bottom-lands �n shreds and patches, and
through �t they d�mly descr�ed a shadowy body of men mov�ng
through the Sa�nt-Albert def�le.

“Ah, they are there,” cont�nued Maur�ce, �nst�nct�vely lower�ng h�s
vo�ce. “Too late, too late; they have �ntercepted us!”

It was not e�ght o’clock. The guns, wh�ch were thunder�ng more
f�ercely than ever �n the d�rect�on of Baze�lles, now also began to
make themselves heard at the eastward, �n the valley of la G�vonne,
wh�ch was h�d from v�ew; �t was the army of the Crown Pr�nce of
Saxony, debouch�ng from the Cheval�er wood and attack�ng the 1st
corps, �n front of Da�gny v�llage; and now that the XIth Pruss�an
corps, mov�ng on Flo�ng, had opened f�re on General Douay’s
troops, the �nvestment was complete at every po�nt of the great
per�phery of several leagues’ extent, and the act�on was general all
along the l�ne.

Maur�ce suddenly perce�ved the enorm�ty of the�r blunder �n not
retreat�ng on Méz�ères dur�ng the n�ght; but as yet the consequences
were not clear to h�m; he could not foresee all the d�saster that was
to result from that fatal error of judgment. Moved by some
�ndef�nable �nst�nct of danger, he looked w�th apprehens�on on the
adjacent he�ghts that commanded the plateau de l’Algér�e. If t�me



had not been allowed them to make good the�r retreat, why had they
not backed up aga�nst the front�er and occup�ed those he�ghts of Illy
and Sa�nt-Menges, whence, �f they could not ma�nta�n the�r pos�t�on,
they would at least have been free to cross over �nto Belg�um? There
were two po�nts that appeared to h�m espec�ally threaten�ng, the
mamelon of Hattoy, to the north of Flo�ng on the left, and the Calvary
of Illy, a stone cross w�th a l�nden tree on e�ther s�de, the h�ghest b�t
of ground �n the surround�ng country, to the r�ght. General Douay
was keenly al�ve to the �mportance of these em�nences, and the day
before had sent two battal�ons to occupy Hattoy; but the men, feel�ng
that they were “�n the a�r” and too remote from support, had fallen
back early that morn�ng. It was understood that the left w�ng of the
1st corps was to take care of the Calvary of Illy. The w�de expanse of
naked country between Sedan and the Ardennes forest was
�ntersected by deep rav�nes, and the key of the pos�t�on was
man�festly there, �n the shadow of that cross and the two l�ndens,
whence the�r guns m�ght sweep the f�elds �n every d�rect�on for a
long d�stance.

Two more cannon shots rang out, qu�ckly succeeded by a salvo;
they detected the blu�sh smoke r�s�ng from the underbrush of a low
h�ll to the left of Sa�nt-Menges.

“Our turn �s com�ng now,” sa�d Jean.
Noth�ng more startl�ng occurred just then, however. The men, st�ll

preserv�ng the�r format�on and stand�ng at ordered arms, found
someth�ng to occupy the�r attent�on �n the f�ne appearance made by
the 2d d�v�s�on, posted �n front of Flo�ng, w�th the�r left refused and
fac�ng the Meuse, so as to guard aga�nst a poss�ble attack from that
quarter. The ground to the east, as far as the wood of la Garenne,
beneath Illy v�llage, was held by the 3d d�v�s�on, wh�le the 1st, wh�ch
had lost heav�ly at Beaumont, formed a second l�ne. All n�ght long
the eng�neers had been busy w�th p�ck and shovel, and even after
the Pruss�ans had opened f�re they were st�ll d�gg�ng away at the�r
shelter trenches and throw�ng up epaulments.

Then a sharp rattle of musketry, qu�ckly s�lenced, however, was
heard proceed�ng from a po�nt beneath Flo�ng, and Capta�n
Beaudo�n rece�ved orders to move h�s company three hundred yards



to the rear. The�r new pos�t�on was �n a great f�eld of cabbages, upon
reach�ng wh�ch the capta�n made h�s men l�e down. The sun had not
yet drunk up the mo�sture that had descended on the vegetables �n
the darkness, and every fold and crease of the th�ck, golden-green
leaves was f�lled w�th trembl�ng drops, as pelluc�d and lum�nous as
br�ll�ants of the fa�rest water.

“S�ght for four hundred yards,” the capta�n ordered.
Maur�ce rested the barrel of h�s musket on a cabbage that reared

�ts head conven�ently before h�m, but �t was �mposs�ble to see
anyth�ng �n h�s recumbent pos�t�on: only the blurred surface of the
f�elds traversed by h�s level glance, d�vers�f�ed by an occas�onal tree
or shrub. G�v�ng Jean, who was bes�de h�m, a nudge w�th h�s elbow,
he asked what they were to do there. The corporal, whose
exper�ence �n such matters was greater, po�nted to an elevat�on not
far away, where a battery was just tak�ng �ts pos�t�on; �t was ev�dent
that they had been placed there to support that battery, should there
be need of the�r serv�ces. Maur�ce, wonder�ng whether Honoré and
h�s guns were not of the party, ra�sed h�s head to look, but the
reserve art�llery was at the rear, �n the shelter of a l�ttle grove of
trees.

“Nom de D�eu!” yelled Rochas, “w�ll you l�e down!”
And Maur�ce had barely more than compl�ed w�th th�s �nt�mat�on

when a shell passed scream�ng over h�m. From that t�me forth there
seemed to be no end to them. The enemy’s gunners were slow �n
obta�n�ng the range, the�r f�rst project�les pass�ng over and land�ng
well to the rear of the battery, wh�ch was now open�ng �n reply. Many
of the�r shells, too, fell upon the soft ground, �n wh�ch they bur�ed
themselves w�thout explod�ng, and for a t�me there was a great
d�splay of rather heavy w�t at the expense of those bloody sauerkraut
eaters.

“Well, well!” sa�d Loubet, “the�r f�reworks are a f�zzle!”
“They ought to take them �n out of the ra�n,” sneered Chouteau.
Even Rochas thought �t necessary to say someth�ng. “D�dn’t I tell

you that the dunderheads don’t know enough even to po�nt a gun?”



But they were less �ncl�ned to laugh when a shell burst only ten
yards from them and sent a shower of earth fly�ng over the company;
Loubet affected to make l�ght of �t by order�ng h�s comrades to get
out the�r brushes from the knapsacks, but Chouteau suddenly
became very pale and had not a word to say. He had never been
under f�re, nor had Pache and Lapoulle, nor any member of the
squad, �n fact, except Jean. Over eyes that had suddenly lost the�r
br�ghtness l�ds fl�ckered tremulously; vo�ces had an unnatural,
muffled sound, as �f arrested by some obstruct�on �n the throat.
Maur�ce, who was suff�c�ently master of h�mself as yet, endeavored
to d�agnose h�s symptoms; he could not be afra�d, for he was not
consc�ous that he was �n danger; he only felt a sl�ght sensat�on of
d�scomfort �n the ep�gastr�c reg�on, and h�s head seemed strangely
l�ght and empty; �deas and �mages came and went �ndependent of
h�s w�ll. H�s recollect�on of the brave show made by the troops of the
2d d�v�s�on made h�m hopeful, almost to buoyancy; v�ctory appeared
certa�n to h�m �f only they m�ght be allowed to go at the enemy w�th
the bayonet.

“L�sten!” he murmured, “how the fl�es buzz; the place �s full of
them.” Thr�ce he had heard someth�ng that sounded l�ke the
humm�ng of a swarm of bees.

“That was not a fly,” Jean sa�d, w�th a laugh. “It was a bullet.”
Aga�n and aga�n the hum of those �nv�s�ble w�ngs made �tself

heard. The men craned the�r necks and looked about them w�th
eager �nterest; the�r cur�os�ty was uncontrollable—would not allow
them to rema�n qu�et.

“See here,” Loubet sa�d myster�ously to Lapoulle, w�th a v�ew to
ra�se a laugh at the expense of h�s s�mple-m�nded comrade, “when
you see a bullet com�ng toward you you must ra�se your foref�nger
before your nose—l�ke that; �t d�v�des the a�r, and the bullet w�ll go by
to the r�ght or left.”

“But I can’t see them,” sa�d Lapoulle.
A loud guffaw burst from those near.
“Oh, cr�ckey! he says he can’t see them! Open your garret

w�ndows, stup�d! See! there’s one—see! there’s another. D�dn’t you
see that one? It was of the most beaut�ful green.”



And Lapoulle rolled h�s eyes and stared, plac�ng h�s f�nger before
h�s nose, wh�le Pache f�ngered the scapular he wore and w�shed �t
was large enough to sh�eld h�s ent�re person.

Rochas, who had rema�ned on h�s feet, spoke up and sa�d
jocosely:

“Ch�ldren, there �s no object�on to your duck�ng to the shells when
you see them com�ng. As for the bullets, �t �s useless; they are too
numerous!”

At that very �nstant a sold�er �n the front rank was struck on the
head by a fragment of an explod�ng shell. There was no outcry;
s�mply a spurt of blood and bra�n, and all was over.

“Poor dev�l!” tranqu�lly sa�d Sergeant Sap�n, who was qu�te cool
and exceed�ngly pale. “Next!”

But the uproar had by th�s t�me become so deafen�ng that the men
could no longer hear one another’s vo�ce; Maur�ce’s nerves, �n
part�cular, suffered from the �nfernal char�var�. The ne�ghbor�ng
battery was bang�ng away as fast as the gunners could load the
p�eces; the cont�nuous roar seemed to shake the ground, and the
m�tra�lleuses were even more �ntolerable w�th the�r rasp�ng, grat�ng,
grunt�ng no�se. Were they to rema�n forever recl�n�ng there among
the cabbages? There was noth�ng to be seen, noth�ng to be learned;
no one had any �dea how the battle was go�ng. And was �t a battle,
after all—a genu�ne affa�r? All that Maur�ce could make out,
project�ng h�s eyes along the level surface of the f�elds, was the
rounded, wood-clad summ�t of Hattoy �n the remote d�stance, and
st�ll unoccup�ed. Ne�ther was there a Pruss�an to be seen anywhere
on the hor�zon; the only ev�dence of l�fe were the fa�nt, blue smoke-
wreaths that rose and floated an �nstant �n the sunl�ght. Chanc�ng to
turn h�s head, he was greatly surpr�sed to behold at the bottom of a
deep, sheltered valley, surrounded by prec�p�tous he�ghts, a peasant
calmly t�ll�ng h�s l�ttle f�eld, dr�v�ng the plow through the furrow w�th
the ass�stance of a b�g wh�te horse. Why should he lose a day? The
corn would keep grow�ng, let them f�ght as they would, and folks
must l�ve.

Unable longer to control h�s �mpat�ence, the young man jumped to
h�s feet. He had a fleet�ng v�s�on of the batter�es of Sa�nt-Menges,



crowned w�th tawny vapors and spew�ng shot and shell upon them;
he had also t�me to see, what he had seen before and had not
forgotten, the road from Sa�nt-Albert’s pass black w�th m�nute mov�ng
objects—the swarm�ng hordes of the �nvader. Then Jean se�zed h�m
by the legs and pulled h�m v�olently to h�s place aga�n.

“Are you crazy? Do you want to leave your bones here?”
And Rochas ch�med �n:
“L�e down, w�ll you! What am I to do w�th such d——d rascals, who

get themselves k�lled w�thout orders!”
“But you don’t l�e down, l�eutenant,” sa�d Maur�ce.
“That’s a d�fferent th�ng. I have to know what �s go�ng on.”
Capta�n Beaudo�n, too, kept h�s legs l�ke a man, but never opened

h�s l�ps to say an encourag�ng word to h�s men, hav�ng noth�ng �n
common w�th them. He appeared nervous and unable to rema�n long
�n one place, str�d�ng up and down the f�eld, �mpat�ently awa�t�ng
orders.

No orders came, noth�ng occurred to rel�eve the�r suspense.
Maur�ce’s knapsack was caus�ng h�m horr�ble suffer�ng; �t seemed to
be crush�ng h�s back and chest �n that recumbent pos�t�on, so pa�nful
when ma�nta�ned for any length of t�me. The men had been
caut�oned aga�nst throw�ng away the�r sacks unless �n case of actual
necess�ty, and he kept turn�ng over, f�rst on h�s r�ght s�de, then on the
left, to ease h�mself a moment of h�s burden by rest�ng �t on the
ground. The shells cont�nued to fall around them, but the German
gunners d�d not succeed �n gett�ng the exact range; no one was
k�lled after the poor fellow who lay there on h�s stomach w�th h�s skull
fractured.

“Say, �s th�s th�ng to last all day?” Maur�ce f�nally asked Jean, �n
sheer desperat�on.

“L�ke enough. At Solfer�no they put us �n a f�eld of carrots, and
there we stayed f�ve mortal hours w�th our noses to the ground.”
Then he added, l�ke the sens�ble fellow he was: “Why do you
grumble? we are not so badly off here. You w�ll have an opportun�ty
to d�st�ngu�sh yourself before the day �s over. Let everyone have h�s



chance, don’t you see; �f we should all be k�lled at the beg�nn�ng
there would be none left for the end.”

“Look,” Maur�ce abruptly broke �n, “look at that smoke over Hattoy.
They have taken Hattoy; we shall have plenty of mus�c to dance to
now!”

For a moment h�s burn�ng cur�os�ty, wh�ch he was consc�ous was
now for the f�rst t�me beg�nn�ng to be dashed w�th personal fear, had
suff�c�ent to occupy �t; h�s gaze was r�veted on the rounded summ�t of
the mamelon, the only elevat�on that was w�th�n h�s range of v�s�on,
dom�nat�ng the broad expanse of pla�n that lay level w�th h�s eye.
Hattoy was too far d�stant to perm�t h�m to d�st�ngu�sh the gunners of
the batter�es that the Pruss�ans had posted there; he could see
noth�ng at all, �n fact, save the smoke that at each d�scharge rose
above a th�n belt of woods that served to mask the guns. The
enemy’s occupat�on of the pos�t�on, of wh�ch General Douay had
been forced to abandon the defense, was, as Maur�ce had
�nst�nct�vely felt, an event of the gravest �mportance and dest�ned to
result �n the most d�sastrous consequences; �ts possessors would
have ent�re command of all the surround�ng plateau. Th�s was
qu�ckly seen to be the case, for the batter�es that opened on the
second d�v�s�on of the 7th corps d�d fearful execut�on. They had now
perfected the�r range, and the French battery, near wh�ch Beaudo�n’s
company was stat�oned, had two men k�lled �n qu�ck success�on. A
quartermaster’s man �n the company had h�s left heel carr�ed away
by a spl�nter and began to howl most d�smally, as �f v�s�ted by a
sudden attack of madness.

“Shut up, you great calf!” sa�d Rochas. “What do you mean by
yell�ng l�ke that for a l�ttle scratch!”

The man suddenly ceased h�s outcr�es and subs�ded �nto a stup�d
s�lence, nurs�ng h�s foot �n h�s hand.

And st�ll the tremendous art�llery duel raged, and the death-deal�ng
m�ss�les went scream�ng over the recumbent ranks of the reg�ments
that lay there on the sullen, swelter�ng pla�n, where no th�ng of l�fe
was to be seen beneath the blaz�ng sun. The crash�ng thunder, the
destroy�ng hurr�cane, were masters �n that sol�tude, and many long
hours would pass before the end. But even thus early �n the day the



Germans had demonstrated the super�or�ty of the�r art�llery; the�r
percuss�on shells had an enormous range, and exploded, w�th hardly
an except�on, on reach�ng the�r dest�nat�on, wh�le the French t�me-
fuse shells, w�th a much shorter range, burst for the most part �n the
a�r and were wasted. And there was noth�ng left for the poor fellows
exposed to that murderous f�re save to hug the ground and make
themselves as small as poss�ble; they were even den�ed the
pr�v�lege of f�r�ng �n reply, wh�ch would have kept the�r m�nd occup�ed
and g�ven them a measure of rel�ef; but upon whom or what were
they to d�rect the�r r�fles? s�nce there was not a l�v�ng soul to be seen
upon the ent�re hor�zon!

“Are we never to have a shot at them? I would g�ve a dollar for just
one chance!” sa�d Maur�ce, �n a frenzy of �mpat�ence. “It �s d�sgust�ng
to have them blaz�ng away at us l�ke th�s and not be allowed to
answer.”

“Be pat�ent; the t�me w�ll come,” Jean �mperturbably repl�ed.
The�r attent�on was attracted by the sound of mounted men

approach�ng on the�r left, and turn�ng the�r heads they beheld
General Douay, who, accompan�ed by h�s staff, had come gallop�ng
up to see how h�s troops were behav�ng under the terr�ble f�re from
Hattoy. He appeared well pleased w�th what he saw and was �n the
act of mak�ng some suggest�ons to the off�cers grouped around h�m,
when, emerg�ng from a sunken road, General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles
also rode up. Th�s off�cer, though he owed h�s advancement to
“�nfluence” was wedded to the ant�quated Afr�can rout�ne and had
learned noth�ng by exper�ence, sat h�s horse w�th great composure
under the storm of project�les. He was shout�ng to the men and
gest�culat�ng w�ldly, after the manner of Rochas: “They are com�ng,
they w�ll be here r�ght away, and then we’ll let them have the
bayonet!” when he caught s�ght of General Douay and drew up to h�s
s�de.

“Is �t true that the marshal �s wounded, general?” he asked.
“It �s but too true, unfortunately. I rece�ved a note from Ducrot only

a few m�nutes ago, �n wh�ch he adv�ses me of the fact, and also
not�f�es me that, by the marshal’s appo�ntment, he �s �n command of
the army.”



“Ah! so �t �s Ducrot who �s to have h�s place! And what are the
orders now?”

The general shook h�s head sorrowfully. He had felt that the army
was doomed, and for the last twenty-four hours had been
strenuously recommend�ng the occupat�on of Illy and Sa�nt-Menges
�n order to keep a way of retreat open on Méz�ères.

“Ducrot w�ll carry out the plan we talked of yesterday: the whole
army �s to be concentrated on the plateau of Illy.”

And he repeated h�s prev�ous gesture, as �f to say �t was too late.
H�s words were partly �naud�ble �n the roar of the art�llery, but

Maur�ce caught the�r s�gn�f�cance clearly enough, and �t left h�m
dumfounded by aston�shment and alarm. What! Marshal MacMahon
wounded s�nce early that morn�ng, General Ducrot command�ng �n
h�s place for the last two hours, the ent�re army retreat�ng to the
northward of Sedan—and all these �mportant events kept from the
poor dev�ls of sold�ers who were squander�ng the�r l�fe’s blood! and
all the�r dest�n�es, dependent on the l�fe of a s�ngle man, were to be
�ntrusted to the d�rect�on of fresh and untr�ed hands! He had a
d�st�nct consc�ousness of the fate that was �n reserve for the army of
Châlons, depr�ved of �ts commander, dest�tute of any gu�d�ng
pr�nc�ple of act�on, dragged purposelessly �n th�s d�rect�on and �n
that, wh�le the Germans went stra�ght and sw�ft to the�r preconcerted
end w�th mechan�cal prec�s�on and d�rectness.

Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles had wheeled h�s horse and was mov�ng
away, when General Douay, to whom a gr�my, dust-sta�ned hussar
had galloped up w�th another d�spatch, exc�tedly summoned h�m
back.

“General! General!”
H�s vo�ce rang out so loud and clear, w�th such an accent of

surpr�se, that �t drowned the uproar of the guns.
“General, Ducrot �s no longer �n command; de W�mpffen �s ch�ef.

You know he reached here yesterday, just �n the very th�ck of the
d�saster at Beaumont, to rel�eve de Fa�lly at the head of the 5th corps
—and he wr�tes me that he has wr�tten �nstruct�ons from the M�n�ster
of War ass�gn�ng h�m to the command of the army �n case the post



should become vacant. And there �s to be no more retreat�ng; the
orders now are to reoccupy our old pos�t�ons, and defend them to the
last.”

General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles drank �n the t�d�ngs, h�s eyes bulg�ng
w�th aston�shment. “Nom de D�eu!” he at last succeeded �n
ejaculat�ng, “one would l�ke to know—But �t �s no bus�ness of m�ne,
anyhow.” And off he galloped, not allow�ng h�mself to be greatly
ag�tated by th�s unexpected turn of affa�rs, for he had gone �nto the
war solely �n the hope of see�ng h�s name ra�sed a grade h�gher �n
the army l�st, and �t was h�s great des�re to behold the end of the
beastly campa�gn as soon as poss�ble, s�nce �t was product�ve of so
l�ttle sat�sfact�on to anyone.

Then there was an explos�on of der�s�on and contempt among the
men of Beaudo�n’s company. Maur�ce sa�d noth�ng, but he shared
the op�n�on of Chouteau and Loubet, who chaffed and blackguarded
everyone w�thout mercy. “See-saw, up and down, move as I pull the
str�ng! A f�ne gang they were, those generals! they understood one
another; they were not go�ng to pull all the blankets off the bed! What
was a poor dev�l of a sold�er to do when he had such leaders put
over h�m? Three commanders �n two hours’ t�me, three great
numskulls, none of whom knew what was the r�ght th�ng to do, and
all of them g�v�ng d�fferent orders! Demoral�zed, were they? Good
Heavens, �t was enough to demoral�ze God Alm�ghty h�mself, and all
H�s angels!” And the �nev�table accusat�on of treason was aga�n
made to do duty; Ducrot and de W�mpffen wanted to get three
m�ll�ons ap�ece out of B�smarck, as MacMahon had done.

Alone �n advance of h�s staff General Douay sat on h�s horse a
long t�me, h�s gaze bent on the d�stant pos�t�ons of the enemy and �n
h�s eyes an express�on of �nf�n�te melancholy. He made a m�nute and
protracted observat�on of Hattoy, the shells from wh�ch came
tumbl�ng almost at h�s very feet; then, g�v�ng a glance at the plateau
of Illy, called up an off�cer to carry an order to the br�gade of the 5th
corps that he had borrowed the day prev�ous from General de
W�mpffen, and wh�ch served to connect h�s r�ght w�th the left of
General Ducrot. He was d�st�nctly heard to say these words:



“If the Pruss�ans should once get possess�on of the Calvary �t
would be �mposs�ble for us to hold th�s pos�t�on an hour; we should
be dr�ven �nto Sedan.”

He rode off and was lost to v�ew, together w�th h�s escort, at the
entrance of the sunken road, and the German f�re became hotter
than before. They had doubtless observed the presence of the group
of mounted off�cers; but now the shells, wh�ch h�therto had come
from the front, began to fall upon them laterally, from the left; the
batter�es at Freno�s, together w�th one wh�ch the enemy had carr�ed
across the r�ver and posted on the pen�nsula of Iges, had
establ�shed, �n connect�on w�th the guns on Hattoy, an enf�lad�ng f�re
wh�ch swept the plateau de l’Algér�e �n �ts ent�re length and breadth.
The pos�t�on of the company now became most lamentable; the
men, w�th death �n front of them and on the�r flank, knew not wh�ch
way to turn or wh�ch of the menac�ng per�ls to guard themselves
aga�nst. In rap�d success�on three men were k�lled outr�ght and two
severely wounded.

It was then that Sergeant Sap�n met the death that he had
pred�cted for h�mself. He had turned h�s head, and caught s�ght of
the approach�ng m�ss�le when �t was too late for h�m to avo�d �t.

“Ah, here �t �s!” was all he sa�d.
There was no terror �n the th�n face, w�th �ts b�g handsome eyes; �t

was only pale; very pale and �nexpress�bly mournful. The wound was
�n the abdomen.

“Oh! do not leave me here,” he pleaded; “take me to the
ambulance, I beseech you. Take me to the rear.”

Rochas endeavored to s�lence h�m, and �t was on h�s brutal l�ps to
say that �t was useless to �mper�l two comrades’ l�ves for one whose
wound was so ev�dently mortal, when h�s better nature made �ts
�nfluence felt and he murmured:

“Be pat�ent for a l�ttle, my poor boy, and the l�tter-bearers w�ll come
and get you.”

But the wretched man, whose tears were now flow�ng, kept cry�ng,
as one d�straught that h�s dream of happ�ness was van�sh�ng w�th h�s
tr�ckl�ng l�fe-blood:



“Take me away, take me away—”
F�nally Capta�n Beaudo�n, whose already unstrung nerves were

further �rr�tated by h�s p�t�ful cr�es, called for two volunteers to carry
h�m to a l�ttle p�ece of woods a short way off where a fly�ng
ambulance had been establ�shed. Chouteau and Loubet jumped to
the�r feet s�multaneously, ant�c�pat�ng the others, se�zed the
sergeant, one of them by the shoulders, the other by the legs, and
bore h�m away on a run. They had gone but a l�ttle way, however,
when they felt the body becom�ng r�g�d �n the f�nal convuls�on; he
was dy�ng.

“I say, he’s dead,” excla�med Loubet. “Let’s leave h�m here.”
But Chouteau, w�thout relax�ng h�s speed, angr�ly repl�ed:
“Go ahead, you booby, w�ll you! Do you take me for a fool, to leave

h�m here and have them call us back!”
They pursued the�r course w�th the corpse unt�l they came to the

l�ttle wood, threw �t down at the foot of a tree, and went the�r way.
That was the last that was seen of them unt�l n�ghtfall.

The battery bes�de them had been strengthened by three
add�t�onal guns; the cannonade on e�ther s�de went on w�th
�ncreased fury, and �n the h�deous uproar terror—a w�ld, unreason�ng
terror—f�lled Maur�ce’s soul. It was h�s f�rst exper�ence of the
sensat�on; he had not unt�l now felt that cold sweat tr�ckl�ng down h�s
back, that terr�ble s�nk�ng at the p�t of the stomach, that
unconquerable des�re to get on h�s feet and run, yell�ng and
scream�ng, from the f�eld. It was noth�ng more than the stra�n from
wh�ch h�s nervous, h�gh-strung temperament was suffer�ng from
reflex act�on; but Jean, who was observ�ng h�m narrowly, detected
the �nc�p�ent cr�s�s �n the wander�ng, vacant eyes, and se�z�ng h�m
w�th h�s strong hand, held h�m down f�rmly at h�s s�de. The corporal
lectured h�m paternally �n a wh�sper, not m�nc�ng h�s words, but
employ�ng good, v�gorous language to restore h�m to a sense of self-
respect, for he knew by exper�ence that a man �n pan�c �s not to be
coaxed out of h�s coward�ce. There were others also who were
show�ng the wh�te feather, among them Pache, who was wh�mper�ng
�nvoluntar�ly, �n the low, soft vo�ce of a l�ttle baby, h�s eyes suffused
w�th tears. Lapoulle’s stomach betrayed h�m and he was very �ll; and



there were many others who also found rel�ef �n vom�t�ng, am�d the�r
comrade’s loud jeers and laughter, wh�ch helped to restore the�r
courage to them all.

“My God!” ejaculated Maur�ce, ghastly pale, h�s teeth chatter�ng.
“My God!”

Jean shook h�m roughly. “You �nfernal coward, are you go�ng to be
s�ck l�ke those fellows over yonder? Behave yourself, or I’ll box your
ears.”

He was try�ng to put heart �nto h�s fr�end by gruff but fr�endly
speeches l�ke the above, when they suddenly beheld a dozen dark
forms emerg�ng from a l�ttle wood upon the�r front and about four
hundred yards away. The�r sp�ked helmets announced them to be
Pruss�ans; the f�rst Pruss�ans they had had w�th�n reach of the�r r�fles
s�nce the open�ng of the campa�gn. Th�s f�rst squad was succeeded
by others, and �n front of the�r pos�t�on the l�ttle dust clouds that rose
where the French shells struck were d�st�nctly v�s�ble. It was all very
v�v�d and clear-cut �n the transparent a�r of morn�ng; the Germans,
outl�ned aga�nst the dark forest, presented the toy-l�ke appearance of
those m�n�ature sold�ers of lead that are the del�ght of ch�ldren; then,
as the enemy’s shells began to drop �n the�r v�c�n�ty w�th
uncomfortable frequency, they w�thdrew and were lost to s�ght w�th�n
the wood whence they had come.

But Beaudo�n’s company had seen them there once, and to the�r
eyes they were there st�ll; the chassepots seemed to go off of the�r
own accord. Maur�ce was the f�rst man to d�scharge h�s p�ece; Jean,
Pache, Lapoulle and the others all followed su�t. There had been no
order g�ven to commence f�r�ng, and the capta�n made an attempt to
check �t, but des�sted upon Rochas’s representat�on that �t was
absolutely necessary as a measure of rel�ef for the men’s pent-up
feel�ngs. So, then, they were at l�berty to shoot at last, they could use
up those cartr�dges that they had been lugg�ng around w�th them for
the last month, w�thout ever burn�ng a s�ngle one! The effect on
Maur�ce �n part�cular was electr�cal; the no�se he made had the effect
of d�spell�ng h�s fear and blunt�ng the keenness of h�s sensat�ons.
The l�ttle wood had resumed �ts former deserted aspect; not a leaf



st�rred, no more Pruss�ans showed themselves; and st�ll they kept on
blaz�ng away as madly as ever at the �mmovable trees.

Ra�s�ng h�s eyes presently Maur�ce was startled to see Colonel de
V�neu�l s�tt�ng h�s b�g horse at no great d�stance, man and steed
�mpass�ve and mot�onless as �f carved from stone, pat�ent were they
under the leaden ha�l, w�th face turned toward the enemy. The ent�re
reg�ment was now collected �n that v�c�n�ty, the other compan�es
be�ng posted �n the adjacent f�elds; the musketry f�re seemed to be
draw�ng nearer. The young man also beheld the reg�mental colors a
l�ttle to the rear, borne aloft by the sturdy arm of the standard-bearer,
but �t was no longer the phantom flag that he had seen that morn�ng,
shrouded �n m�st and fog; the golden eagle flashed and blazed �n the
f�erce sunl�ght, and the tr�-colored s�lk, desp�te the rents and sta�ns of
many a battle, flaunted �ts br�ght hues def�antly to the breeze.
Wav�ng �n the breath of the cannon, float�ng proudly aga�nst the blue
of heaven, �t shone l�ke an emblem of v�ctory.

And why, now that the day of battle had arr�ved, should not v�ctory
perch upon that banner? W�th that reflect�on Maur�ce and h�s
compan�ons kept on �ndustr�ously wast�ng the�r powder on the d�stant
wood, produc�ng havoc there among the leaves and tw�gs.



III.

Sleep d�d not v�s�t Henr�ette’s eyes that n�ght. She knew her
husband to be a prudent man, but the thought that he was �n
Baze�lles, so near the German l�nes, was cause to her of deep
anx�ety. She tr�ed to soothe her apprehens�ons by rem�nd�ng herself
that she had h�s solemn prom�se to return at the f�rst appearance of
danger; �t ava�led not, and at every �nstant she detected herself
l�sten�ng to catch the sound of h�s footstep on the sta�r. At ten
o’clock, as she was about to go to bed, she opened her w�ndow, and
rest�ng her elbows on the s�ll, gazed out �nto the n�ght.

The darkness was �ntense; look�ng downward, she could scarce
d�scern the pavement of the Rue des Voyards, a narrow, obscure
passage, overhung by old frown�ng mans�ons. Further on, �n the
d�rect�on of the college, a smoky street lamp burned d�mly. A n�trous
exhalat�on rose from the street; the squall of a vagrant cat; the heavy
step of a belated sold�er. From the c�ty at her back came strange and
alarm�ng sounds: the patter of hurry�ng feet, an om�nous, �ncessant
rumbl�ng, a muffled murmur w�thout a name that ch�lled her blood.
Her heart beat loudly �n her bosom as she bent her ear to l�sten, and
st�ll she heard not the fam�l�ar echo of her husband’s step at the
turn�ng of the street below.

Hours passed, and now d�stant l�ghts that began to tw�nkle �n the
open f�elds beyond the ramparts exc�ted afresh her apprehens�ons. It
was so dark that �t cost her an effort of memory to recall local�t�es.
She knew that the broad expanse that lay beneath her, reflect�ng a
d�m l�ght, was the flooded meadows, and that flame that blazed up
and was suddenly ext�ngu�shed, surely �t must be on la Marfée. But
never, to her certa�n knowledge, had there been farmer’s house or
peasant’s cottage on those he�ghts; what, then, was the mean�ng of



that l�ght? And then on every hand, at Pont-Maug�s, Noyers, Freno�s,
other f�res arose, coruscat�ng f�tfully for an �nstant and g�v�ng
myster�ous �nd�cat�on of the presence of the swarm�ng host that lay
h�dden �n the bosom of the n�ght. Yet more: there were strange
sounds and vo�ces �n the a�r, subdued murmur�ngs such as she had
never heard before, and that made her start �n terror; the st�fled hum
of march�ng men, the ne�gh�ng and snort�ng of steeds, the clash of
arms, hoarse words of command, g�ven �n guttural accents; an ev�l
dream of a demon�ac crew, a w�tch’s sabbat, �n the depths of those
unholy shades. Suddenly a s�ngle cannon-shot rang out, ear-
rend�ng, add�ng fresh terror to the dead s�lence that succeeded �t. It
froze her very marrow; what could �t mean? A s�gnal, doubtless,
tell�ng of the successful complet�on of some movement, announc�ng
that everyth�ng was ready, down there, and that now the sun m�ght
r�se.

It was about two o’clock when Henr�ette, forgett�ng even to close
her w�ndow, at last threw herself, fully dressed, upon her bed. Her
anx�ety and fat�gue had stupef�ed her and benumbed her facult�es.
What could a�l her, thus to sh�ver and burn alternately, she who was
always so calm and self-rel�ant, mov�ng w�th so l�ght a step that
those about her were unconsc�ous of her ex�stence? F�nally she
sank �nto a f�tful, broken slumber that brought w�th �t no repose, �n
wh�ch was present st�ll that pers�stent sensat�on of �mpend�ng ev�l
that f�lled the dusky heavens. All at once, arous�ng her from her
unrefresh�ng stupor, the f�r�ng commenced aga�n, fa�nt and muffled �n
the d�stance, not a s�ngle shot th�s t�me, but peal after peal follow�ng
one another �n qu�ck success�on. Trembl�ng, she sat upr�ght �n bed.
The f�r�ng cont�nued. Where was she? The place seemed strange to
her; she could not d�st�ngu�sh the objects �n her chamber, wh�ch
appeared to be f�lled w�th dense clouds of smoke. Then she
remembered: the fog must have rolled �n from the near-by r�ver and
entered the room through the w�ndow. W�thout, the d�stant f�r�ng was
grow�ng f�ercer. She leaped from her bed and ran to the casement to
l�sten.

Four o’clock was str�k�ng from a steeple �n Sedan, and day was
break�ng, t�nge�ng the purpl�sh m�sts w�th a s�ckly, s�n�ster l�ght. It was
�mposs�ble to d�scern objects; even the college bu�ld�ngs, d�stant but



a few yards, were und�st�ngu�shable. Where could the f�r�ng be, mon
D�eu! Her f�rst thought was for her brother Maur�ce; for the reports
were so �nd�st�nct that they seemed to her to come from the north,
above the c�ty; then, l�sten�ng more attent�vely, her doubt became
certa�nty; the cannonad�ng was there, before her, and she trembled
for her husband. It was surely at Baze�lles. For a l�ttle t�me, however,
she suffered herself to be cheered by a ray of hope, for there were
moments when the reports seemed to come from the r�ght. Perhaps
the f�ght�ng was at Donchery, where she knew that the French had
not succeeded �n blow�ng up the br�dge. Then she lapsed �nto a
cond�t�on of most horr�ble uncerta�nty; �t seemed to be now at
Donchery, now at Baze�lles; wh�ch, �t was �mposs�ble to dec�de, there
was such a r�ng�ng, buzz�ng sensat�on �n her head. At last the feel�ng
of suspense became so acute that she felt she could not endure �t
longer; she must know; every nerve �n her body was qu�ver�ng w�th
the ungovernable des�re, so she threw a shawl over her shoulders
and left the house �n quest of news.

When she had descended and was �n the street Henr�ette
hes�tated a br�ef moment, for the l�ttle l�ght that was �n the east had
not yet crept downward along the weather-blackened house-fronts to
the roadway, and �n the old c�ty, shrouded �n opaque fog, the
darkness st�ll re�gned �mpenetrable. In the tap-room of a low pot-
house �n the Rue au Beurre, d�mly l�ghted by a tallow candle, she
saw two drunken Turcos and a woman. It was not unt�l she turned
�nto the Rue Maqua that she encountered any s�gns of l�fe: sold�ers
sl�nk�ng furt�vely along the s�dewalk and hugg�ng the walls, deserters
probably, on the lookout for a place �n wh�ch to h�de; a stalwart
trooper w�th despatches, search�ng for h�s capta�n and knock�ng
thunderously at every door; a group of fat burghers, trembl�ng w�th
fear lest they had tarr�ed there too long, and prepar�ng to crowd
themselves �nto one small carr�ole �f so be they m�ght yet reach
Bou�llon, �n Belg�um, wh�ther half the populat�on of Sedan had
em�grated w�th�n the last two days. She �nst�nct�vely turned her steps
toward the Sous-Prefecture, where she m�ght depend on rece�v�ng
�nformat�on, and her des�re to avo�d meet�ng acqua�ntances
determ�ned her to take a short cut through lanes and by-ways. On
reach�ng the Rue du Four and the Rue des Laboureurs, however,



she found an obstacle �n her way; the place had been pre-empted by
the ordnance department, and guns, ca�ssons, forges were there �n
�nterm�nable array, hav�ng apparently been parked away �n that
remote corner the day before and then forgotten there. There was
not so much as a sentry to guard them. It sent a ch�ll to her heart to
see all that art�llery ly�ng there s�lent and �neffect�ve, sleep�ng �ts
neglected sleep �n the concealment of those deserted alleys. She
was compelled to retrace her steps, therefore, wh�ch she d�d by
pass�ng through the Place du Collège to the Grande-Rue, where �n
front of the Hotel de l’Europe she saw a group of orderl�es hold�ng
the chargers of some general off�cers, whose h�gh-p�tched vo�ces
were aud�ble from the br�ll�antly l�ghted d�n�ng room. On the Place du
R�vage and the Place Turenne the crowd was even greater st�ll,
composed of anx�ous groups of c�t�zens, w�th women and ch�ldren
�nterspersed among the struggl�ng, terror-str�cken throng, hurry�ng �n
every d�rect�on; and there she saw a general emerge from the Hotel
of the Golden Cross, swear�ng l�ke a p�rate, and spur h�s horse off up
the street at a mad gallop, careless whom he m�ght overturn. For a
moment she seemed about to enter the Hôtel de V�lle, then changed
her m�nd, and tak�ng the Rue du Pont-de-Meuse, pushed on to the
Sous-Prefecture.

Never had Sedan appeared to her �n a l�ght so trag�cally s�n�ster as
now, when she beheld �t �n the l�v�d, forb�dd�ng l�ght of early dawn,
enveloped �n �ts shroud of fog. The houses were l�feless and s�lent as
tombs; many of them had been empty and abandoned for the last
two days, others the terr�f�ed owners had closely locked and barred.
Shudder�ng, the c�ty awoke to the cares and occupat�ons of the new
day; the morn�ng was fraught w�th ch�ll m�sery �n those streets, st�ll
half deserted, peopled only by a few fr�ghtened pedestr�ans and
those hurry�ng fug�t�ves, the remnant of the exodus of prev�ous days.
Soon the sun would r�se and send down �ts cheerful l�ght upon the
scene; soon the c�ty, overwhelmed �n the sw�ft-r�s�ng t�de of d�saster,
would be crowded as �t had never been before. It was half-past f�ve
o’clock; the roar of the cannon, caught and deadened among the tall
d�ngy houses, sounded more fa�ntly �n her ears.

At the Sous-Prefecture Henr�ette had some acqua�ntance w�th the
conc�erge’s daughter, Rose by name, a pretty l�ttle blonde of ref�ned



appearance who was employed �n Delaherche’s factory. She made
her way at once to the lodge; the mother was not there, but Rose
rece�ved her w�th her usual am�ab�l�ty.

“Oh! dear lady, we are so t�red we can scarcely stand; mamma
has gone to l�e down and rest a wh�le. Just th�nk! all n�ght long
people have been com�ng and go�ng, and we have not been able to
get a w�nk of sleep.”

And burn�ng to tell all the wonderful s�ghts that she had been
w�tness to s�nce the preced�ng day, she d�d not wa�t to be
quest�oned, but ran on volubly w�th her narrat�ve.

“As for the marshal, he slept very well, but that poor Emperor! you
can’t th�nk what suffer�ng he has to endure! Yesterday even�ng, do
you know, I had gone upsta�rs to help g�ve out the l�nen, and as I
entered the apartment that adjo�ns h�s dress�ng-room I heard groans,
oh, such groans! just l�ke someone dy�ng. I thought a moment and
knew �t must be the Emperor, and I was so fr�ghtened I couldn’t
move; I just stood and trembled. It seems he has some terr�ble
compla�nt that makes h�m cry out that way. When there are people
around he holds �n, but as soon as he �s alone �t �s too much for h�m,
and he groans and shr�eks �n a way to make your ha�r stand on end.”

“Do you know where the f�ght�ng �s th�s morn�ng?” asked Henr�ette,
des�r�ng to check her loquac�ty.

Rose d�sm�ssed the quest�on w�th a wave of her l�ttle hand and
went on w�th her narrat�ve.

“That made me cur�ous to know more, you see, and I went
upsta�rs four or f�ve t�mes dur�ng the n�ght and l�stened, and every
t�me �t was just the same; I don’t bel�eve he was qu�et an �nstant all
n�ght long, or got a m�nute’s sleep. Oh! what a terr�ble th�ng �t �s to
suffer l�ke that w�th all he has to worry h�m! for everyth�ng �s ups�de
down; �t �s all a most dreadful mess. Upon my word, I bel�eve those
generals are out of the�r senses; such ghostly faces and fr�ghtened
eyes! And people com�ng all the t�me, and doors bang�ng and some
men scold�ng and others cry�ng, and the whole place l�ke a sa�lor’s
board�ng-house; off�cers dr�nk�ng from bottles and go�ng to bed �n
the�r boots! The Emperor �s the best of the whole lot, and the one
who g�ves least trouble, �n the corner where he conceals h�mself and



h�s suffer�ng!” Then, �n reply to Henr�ette’s re�terated quest�on: “The
f�ght�ng? there has been f�ght�ng at Baze�lles th�s morn�ng. A
mounted off�cer brought word of �t to the marshal, who went
�mmed�ately to not�fy the Emperor. The marshal has been gone ten
m�nutes, and I shouldn’t wonder �f the Emperor �ntends to follow h�m,
for they are dress�ng h�m upsta�rs. I just now saw them comb�ng h�m
and plaster�ng h�s face w�th all sorts of cosmet�cs.”

But Henr�ette, hav�ng f�nally learned what she des�red to know,
rose to go.

“Thank you, Rose. I am �n somewhat of a hurry th�s morn�ng.”
The young g�rl went w�th her to the street door, and took leave of

her w�th a courteous:
“Glad to have been of serv�ce to you, Madame We�ss. I know that

anyth�ng sa�d to you w�ll go no further.”
Henr�ette hurr�ed back to her house �n the Rue des Voyards. She

felt qu�te certa�n that her husband would have returned, and even
reflected that he would be alarmed at not f�nd�ng her there, and
hastened her steps �n consequence. As she drew near the house
she ra�sed her eyes �n the expectat�on of see�ng h�m at the w�ndow
watch�ng for her, but the w�ndow, w�de open as she had left �t when
she went out, was vacant, and when she had run up the sta�rs and
g�ven a rap�d glance through her three rooms, �t was w�th a s�nk�ng
heart that she saw they were untenanted save for the ch�ll fog and
cont�nuous roar of the cannonade. The d�stant f�r�ng was st�ll go�ng
on. She went and stood for a moment at the w�ndow; although the
enc�rcl�ng wall of vapor was not less dense than �t had been before,
she seemed to have a clearer apprehens�on, now that she had
rece�ved oral �nformat�on, of the deta�ls of the confl�ct rag�ng at
Baze�lles, the gr�nd�ng sound of the m�tra�lleuses, the crash�ng
volleys of the French batter�es answer�ng the German batter�es �n
the d�stance. The reports seemed to be draw�ng nearer to the c�ty,
the battle to be wax�ng f�ercer and f�ercer w�th every moment.

Why d�d not We�ss return? He had pledged h�mself so fa�thfully not
to outstay the f�rst attack! And Henr�ette began to be ser�ously
alarmed, dep�ct�ng to herself the var�ous obstacles that m�ght have
deta�ned h�m: perhaps he had not been able to leave the v�llage,



perhaps the roads were blocked or rendered �mpassable by the
project�les. It m�ght even be that someth�ng had happened h�m, but
she put the thought as�de and would not dwell on �t, preferr�ng to
v�ew th�ngs on the�r br�ghter s�de and f�nd�ng �n hope her safest
ma�nstay and rel�ance. For an �nstant she harbored the des�gn of
start�ng out and try�ng to f�nd her husband, but there were
cons�derat�ons that seemed to render that course �nadv�sable:
suppos�ng h�m to have started on h�s return, what would become of
her should she m�ss h�m on the way? and what would be h�s anx�ety
should he come �n and f�nd her absent? Her gu�d�ng pr�nc�ple �n all
her thoughts and act�ons was her gentle, affect�onate devotedness,
and she saw noth�ng strange or out of the way �n a v�s�t to Baze�lles
under such extraord�nary c�rcumstances, accustomed as she was,
l�ke an affect�onate l�ttle woman, to perform her duty �n s�lence and
do the th�ng that she deemed best for the�r common �nterest. Where
her husband was, there was her place; that was all there was about
�t.

She gave a sudden start and left the w�ndow, say�ng:
“Mons�eur Delaherche, how could I forget—”
It had just come to her recollect�on that the cloth manufacturer had

also passed the n�ght at Baze�lles, and �f he had returned would be
able to g�ve her the �ntell�gence she wanted. She ran sw�ftly down
the sta�rs aga�n. In place of tak�ng the more roundabout way by the
Rue des Voyards, she crossed the l�ttle courtyard of her house and
entered the passage that conducted to the huge structure that
fronted on the Rue Maqua. As she came out �nto the great central
garden, paved w�th flagstones now and reta�n�ng of �ts pr�st�ne
glor�es only a few venerable trees, magn�f�cent century-old elms, she
was aston�shed to see a sentry mount�ng guard at the door of a
carr�age-house; then �t occurred to her that she had been told the
day before that the camp chests of the 7th corps had been depos�ted
there for safe keep�ng, and �t produced a strange �mpress�on on her
m�nd that all the gold, m�ll�ons, �t was sa�d to amount to, should be
ly�ng �n that shed wh�le the men for whom �t was dest�ned were be�ng
k�lled not far away. As she was about to ascend the pr�vate sta�rcase,
however, that conducted to the apartment of G�lberte, young



Madame Delaherche, she exper�enced another surpr�se �n an
encounter that startled her so that she retraced her steps a l�ttle way,
doubtful whether �t would not be better to abandon her �ntent�on, and
go home aga�n. An off�cer, a capta�n, had crossed her path, as
no�selessly as a phantom and van�sh�ng as sw�ftly, and yet she had
had t�me to recogn�ze h�m, hav�ng seen h�m �n the past at G�lberte’s
house �n Charlev�lle, �n the days when she was st�ll Madame
Mag�not. She stepped back a few steps �n the courtyard and ra�sed
her eyes to the two tall w�ndows of the bedroom, the bl�nds of wh�ch
were closed, then d�sm�ssed her scruples and entered.

Upon reach�ng the f�rst floor, ava�l�ng herself of that pr�v�lege of old
acqua�ntancesh�p by v�rtue of wh�ch one woman often drops �n upon
another for an unceremon�ous early morn�ng chat, she was about to
knock at the door of the dress�ng-room, but apparently someone had
left the room hast�ly and fa�led to secure the door, so that �t was
stand�ng ajar, and all she had to do was g�ve �t a push to f�nd herself
�n the dress�ng room, whence she passed �nto the bedroom. From
the lofty ce�l�ng of the latter apartment depended volum�nous curta�ns
of red velvet, protect�ng the large double bed. The warm, mo�st a�r
was fragrant w�th a fa�nt perfume of Pers�an l�lac, and there was no
sound to break the s�lence save a gentle, regular resp�rat�on,
scarcely aud�ble.

“G�lberte!” sa�d Henr�ette, very softly.
The young woman was sleep�ng peacefully, and the d�m l�ght that

entered the room between the red curta�ns of the h�gh w�ndows
d�splayed her exqu�s�tely rounded head rest�ng upon a naked arm
and her profus�on of beaut�ful ha�r stray�ng �n d�sorder over the p�llow.
Her l�ps were parted �n a sm�le.

“G�lberte!”
She sl�ghtly moved and stretched her arms, w�thout open�ng her

eyes.
“Yes, yes; good-by. Oh! please—” Then, ra�s�ng her head and

recogn�z�ng Henr�ette: “What, �s �t you! How late �s �t?”
When she learned that �t had not yet struck s�x she seemed

d�sconcerted, assum�ng a sport�ve a�r to h�de her embarrassment,
say�ng �t was unfa�r to come wak�ng people up at such an hour.



Then, to her fr�end, quest�on�ng her about her husband, she made
answer:

“Why, he has not returned; I don’t look for h�m much before n�ne
o’clock. What makes you so eager to see h�m at th�s hour of the
morn�ng?”

Henr�ette’s vo�ce had a trace of sternness �n �t as she answered,
see�ng the other so sm�l�ng, so dull of comprehens�on �n her happy
wak�ng.

“I tell you there has been f�ght�ng all the morn�ng at Baze�lles, and I
am anx�ous about my husband.”

“Oh, my dear,” excla�med G�lberte, “I assure you there �s not the
sl�ghtest reason for your feel�ng so. My husband �s so prudent that
he would have been home long ago had there been any danger.
Unt�l you see h�m back here you may rest easy, take my word for �t.”

Henr�ette was struck by the justness of the argument; Delaherche,
�t was true, was d�st�nctly not a man to expose h�mself uselessly. She
was reassured, and went and drew the curta�ns and threw back the
bl�nds; the tawny l�ght from w�thout, where the sun was beg�nn�ng to
p�erce the fog w�th h�s golden javel�ns, streamed �n a br�ght flood �nto
the apartment. One of the w�ndows was part way open, and �n the
soft a�r of the spac�ous bedroom, but now so close and stuffy, the two
women could hear the sound of the guns. G�lberte, half recumbent,
her elbow rest�ng on the p�llow, gazed out upon the sky w�th her
lustrous, vacant eyes.

“So, then, they are f�ght�ng,” she murmured. Her chem�se had
sl�pped downward, expos�ng a rosy, rounded shoulder, half h�dden
beneath the wander�ng raven tresses, and her person exhaled a
subtle, penetrat�ng odor, the odor of love. “They are f�ght�ng, so early
�n the morn�ng, mon D�eu! It would be r�d�culous �f �t were not for the
horror of �t.”

But Henr�ette, �n look�ng about the room, had caught s�ght of a pa�r
of gauntlets, the gloves of a man, ly�ng forgotten on a small table,
and she started percept�bly. G�lberte blushed deeply, and extend�ng
her arms w�th a consc�ous, caress�ng movement, drew her fr�end to
her and rested her head upon her bosom.



“Yes,” she almost wh�spered, “I saw that you not�ced �t. Darl�ng,
you must not judge me too severely. He �s an old fr�end; I told you all
about �t at Charlev�lle, long ago, you remember.” Her vo�ce sank
lower st�ll; there was someth�ng that sounded very l�ke a laugh of
sat�sfact�on �n her tender tones. “He pleaded so w�th me yesterday
that I would see h�m just once more. Just th�nk, th�s morn�ng he �s �n
act�on; he may be dead by th�s. How could I refuse h�m?” It was all
so hero�c and so charm�ng, the contrast was so del�c�ous between
war’s stern real�ty and tender sent�ment; thoughtless as a l�nnet, she
sm�led aga�n, notw�thstand�ng her confus�on. Never could she have
found �t �n her heart to dr�ve h�m from her door, when c�rcumstances
all were prop�t�ous for the �nterv�ew. “Do you condemn me?”

Henr�ette had l�stened to her conf�dences w�th a very grave face.
Such th�ngs surpr�sed her, for she could not understand them; �t must
be that she was const�tuted d�fferently from other women. Her heart
that morn�ng was w�th her husband, her brother, down there where
the battle was rag�ng. How was �t poss�ble that anyone could sleep
so peacefully and be so gay and cheerful when the loved ones were
�n per�l?

“But th�nk of your husband, my dear, and of that poor young man
as well. Does not your heart yearn to be w�th them? You do not
reflect that the�r l�feless forms may be brought �n and la�d before your
eyes at any moment.”

G�lberte ra�sed her adorable bare arm before her face to sh�eld her
v�s�on from the fr�ghtful p�cture.

“O Heaven! what �s that you say? It �s cruel of you to destroy all
the pleasure of my morn�ng �n th�s way. No, no; I won’t th�nk of such
th�ngs. They are too mournful.”

Henr�ette could not refra�n from sm�l�ng �n sp�te of her anx�ety. She
was th�nk�ng of the days of the�r g�rlhood, and how G�lberte’s father,
Capta�n de V�neu�l, an old naval off�cer who had been made collector
of customs at Charlev�lle when h�s wounds had �ncapac�tated h�m for
act�ve serv�ce, hear�ng h�s daughter cough and fear�ng for her the
fate of h�s young w�fe, who had been snatched from h�s arms by that
terr�ble d�sease, consumpt�on, had sent her to l�ve at a farm-house
near Chêne-Populeux. The l�ttle ma�d was not n�ne years old, and



already she was a consummate actress—a perfect type of the v�llage
coquette, queen�ng �t over her playmates, tr�cked out �n what old
f�nery she could lay hands on, adorn�ng herself w�th bracelets and
t�aras made from the s�lver paper wrapp�ngs of the chocolate. She
had not changed a b�t when, later, at the age of twenty, she marr�ed
Mag�not, the �nspector of woods and forests. Méz�ères, a dark,
gloomy town, surrounded by ramparts, was not to her taste, and she
cont�nued to l�ve at Charlev�lle, where the gay, generous l�fe,
enl�vened by many fest�v�t�es, su�ted her better. Her father was dead,
and w�th a husband whom, by reason of h�s �nfer�or soc�al pos�t�on,
her fr�ends and acqua�ntances treated w�th scant courtesy, she was
absolutely m�stress of her own act�ons. She d�d not escape the
censure of the stern moral�sts who �nhab�t our prov�nc�al c�t�es, and �n
those days was cred�ted w�th many lovers; but of the gay throng of
off�cers who, thanks to her father’s old connect�on and her k�nsh�p to
Colonel de V�neu�l, d�sported themselves �n her draw�ng-room,
Capta�n Beaudo�n was the only one who had really produced an
�mpress�on. She was l�ght and fr�volous—noth�ng more—ador�ng
pleasure and l�v�ng ent�rely �n the present, w�thout the least trace of
perverse �ncl�nat�on; and �f she accepted the capta�n’s attent�ons, �t �s
pretty certa�n that she d�d �t out of good-nature and love of
adm�rat�on.

“You d�d very wrong to see h�m aga�n,” Henr�ette f�nally sa�d, �n her
matter-of-fact way.

“Oh! my dear, s�nce I could not poss�bly do otherw�se, and �t was
only for just that once. You know very well I would d�e rather than
dece�ve my new husband.”

She spoke w�th much feel�ng, and seemed d�stressed to see her
fr�end shake her head d�sapprov�ngly. They dropped the subject, and
clasped each other �n an affect�onate embrace, notw�thstand�ng the�r
d�ametr�cally d�fferent natures. Each could hear the beat�ng of the
other’s heart, and they m�ght have understood the tongues those
organs spoke—one, the slave of pleasure, wast�ng and squander�ng
all that was best �n herself; the other, w�th the mute hero�sm of a lofty
soul, devot�ng herself to a s�ngle ennobl�ng affect�on.



“But hark! how the cannon are roar�ng,” G�lberte presently
excla�med. “I must make haste and dress.”

The reports sounded more d�st�nctly �n the s�lent room now that
the�r conversat�on had ceased. Leav�ng her bed, the young woman
accepted the ass�stance of her fr�end, not car�ng to summon her
ma�d, and rap�dly made her to�let for the day, �n order that she m�ght
be ready to go downsta�rs should she be needed there. As she was
complet�ng the arrangement of her ha�r there was a knock at the
door, and, recogn�z�ng the vo�ce of the elder Madame Delaherche,
she hastened to adm�t her.

“Certa�nly, dear mother, you may come �n.”
W�th the thoughtlessness that was part of her nature, she allowed

the old lady to enter w�thout hav�ng f�rst removed the gauntlets from
the table. It was �n va�n that Henr�ette darted forward to se�ze them
and throw them beh�nd a cha�r. Madame Delaherche stood glar�ng
for some seconds at the spot where they had been w�th an
express�on on her face as �f she were slowly suffocat�ng. Then her
glance wandered �nvoluntar�ly from object to object �n the room,
stopp�ng f�nally at the great red-curta�ned bed, the cover�ngs thrown
back �n d�sorder.

“I see that Madame We�ss has d�sturbed your slumbers. Then you
were able to sleep, daughter?”

It was pla�n that she had had another purpose �n com�ng there
than to make that speech. Ah, that marr�age that her son had
�ns�sted on contract�ng, contrary to her w�sh, at the mature age of
f�fty, after twenty years of joyless marr�ed l�fe w�th a shrew�sh, bony
w�fe; he, who had always unt�l then deferred so to her w�ll, now
swayed only by h�s pass�on for th�s gay young w�dow, l�ghter than
th�stle-down! She had prom�sed herself to keep watch over the
present, and there was the past com�ng back to plague her. But
ought she to speak? Her l�fe �n the household was one of s�lent
reproach and protest; she kept herself almost constantly �mpr�soned
�n her chamber, devot�ng herself r�g�dly to the observances of her
austere rel�g�on. Now, however, the wrong was so flagrant that she
resolved to speak to her son.



G�lberte blush�ngly repl�ed, w�thout an excess�ve man�festat�on of
embarrassment, however:

“Oh, yes, I had a few hours of refresh�ng sleep. You know that
Jules has not returned—”

Madame Delaherche �nterrupted her w�th a grave nod of her head.
Ever s�nce the art�llery had commenced to roar she had been
watch�ng eagerly for her son’s return, but she was a Spartan mother,
and concealed her gnaw�ng anx�ety under a cloak of brave s�lence.
And then she remembered what was the object of her v�s�t there.

“Your uncle, the colonel, has sent the reg�mental surgeon w�th a
note �n penc�l, to ask �f we w�ll allow them to establ�sh a hosp�tal
here. He knows that we have abundance of space �n the factory, and
I have already author�zed the gentlemen to make use of the
courtyard and the b�g dry�ng-room. But you should go down �n
person—”

“Oh, at once, at once!” excla�med Henr�ette, hasten�ng toward the
door. “We w�ll do what we can to help.”

G�lberte also d�splayed much enthus�asm for her new occupat�on
as nurse; she barely took the t�me to throw a lace scarf over her
head, and the three women went downsta�rs. When they reached the
bottom and stood �n the spac�ous vest�bule, look�ng out through the
ma�n entrance, of wh�ch the leaves had been thrown w�de back, they
beheld a crowd collected �n the street before the house. A low-hung
carr�age was advanc�ng slowly along the roadway, a sort of carr�ole,
drawn by a s�ngle horse, wh�ch a l�eutenant of zouaves was lead�ng
by the br�dle. They took �t to be a wounded man that they were
br�ng�ng to them, the f�rst of the�r pat�ents.

“Yes, yes! Th�s �s the place; th�s way!”
But they were qu�ckly undece�ved. The sufferer recumbent �n the

carr�ole was Marshal MacMahon, severely wounded �n the h�p, who,
h�s hurt hav�ng been prov�s�onally cared for �n the cottage of a
gardener, was now be�ng taken to the Sous-Prefecture. He was
bareheaded and part�ally d�vested of h�s cloth�ng, and the gold
embro�dery on h�s un�form was tarn�shed w�th dust and blood. He
spoke no word, but had ra�sed h�s head from the p�llow where �t lay
and was look�ng about h�m w�th a sorrowful express�on, and



perce�v�ng the three women where they stood, w�de eyed w�th horror,
the�r jo�ned hands rest�ng on the�r bosom, �n presence of that great
calam�ty, the whole army str�cken �n the person of �ts ch�ef at the very
beg�nn�ng of the confl�ct, he sl�ghtly bowed h�s head, w�th a fa�nt,
paternal sm�le. A few of those about h�m removed the�r hats; others,
who had no t�me for such �dle ceremony, were c�rculat�ng the report
of General Ducrot’s appo�ntment to the command of the army. It was
half-past seven o’clock.

“And what of the Emperor?” Henr�ette �nqu�red of a bookseller,
who was stand�ng at h�s door.

“He left the c�ty near an hour ago,” repl�ed the ne�ghbor. “I was
stand�ng by and saw h�m pass out at the Balan gate. There �s a
rumor that h�s head was taken off by a cannon ball.”

But th�s made the grocer across the street fur�ous. “Hold your
tongue,” he shouted, “�t �s an �nfernal l�e! None but the brave w�ll
leave the�r bones there to-day!”

When near the Place du Collège the marshal’s carr�ole was lost to
s�ght �n the gather�ng crowd, among whose numbers the most
strange and contrad�ctory reports from the f�eld of battle were now
beg�nn�ng to c�rculate. The fog was clear�ng; the streets were br�ght
w�th sunsh�ne.

A ha�l, �n no gentle terms, was heard proceed�ng from the
courtyard: “Now then, lad�es, here �s where you are wanted, not
outs�de!”

They all three hastened �ns�de and found themselves �n presence
of Major Bouroche, who had thrown h�s un�form coat upon the floor,
�n a corner of the room, and donned a great wh�te apron. Above the
broad expanse of, as yet, unspotted wh�te, h�s blaz�ng, leon�ne eyes
and enormous head, w�th shock of harsh, br�stl�ng ha�r, seemed to
exhale energy and determ�nat�on. So terr�ble d�d he appear to them
that the women were h�s most humble servants from the very start,
obed�ent to h�s every s�gn, tread�ng on one another to ant�c�pate h�s
w�shes.

“There �s noth�ng here that �s needed. Get me some l�nen; try and
see �f you can’t f�nd some more mattresses; show my men where the
pump �s—”



And they ran as �f the�r l�fe was at stake to do h�s b�dd�ng; were so
act�ve that they seemed to be ub�qu�tous.

The factory was adm�rably adapted for a hosp�tal. The dry�ng-room
was a part�cularly not�ceable feature, a vast apartment w�th
numerous and lofty w�ndows for l�ght and vent�lat�on, where they
could put �n a hundred beds and yet have room to spare, and at one
s�de was a shed that seemed to have been bu�lt there espec�ally for
the conven�ence of the operators: three long tables had been
brought �n, the pump was close at hand, and a small grass-plot
adjacent m�ght serve as ante-chamber for the pat�ents wh�le awa�t�ng
the�r turn. And the handsome old elms, w�th the�r del�c�ously cool
shade, roofed the spot �n most agreeably.

Bouroche had cons�dered �t would be best to establ�sh h�mself �n
Sedan at the commencement, foresee�ng the dreadful slaughter and
the �nev�table pan�c that would sooner or later dr�ve the troops to the
shelter of the ramparts. All that he had deemed �t necessary to leave
w�th the reg�ment was two fly�ng ambulances and some “f�rst a�ds,”
that were to send h�m �n the casualt�es as rap�dly as poss�ble after
apply�ng the pr�mary dress�ngs. The deta�ls of l�tter-bearers were all
out there, whose duty �t was to p�ck up the wounded under f�re, and
w�th them were the ambulance wagons and fourgons of the med�cal
tra�n. The two ass�stant-surgeons and three hosp�tal stewards whom
he had reta�ned, leav�ng two ass�stants on the f�eld, would doubtless
be suff�c�ent to perform what operat�ons were necessary. He had
also a corps of dressers under h�m. But he was not gentle �n manner
and language, for all he d�d was done �mpuls�vely, zealously, w�th all
h�s heart and soul.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! how do you suppose we are go�ng to
d�st�ngu�sh the cases from one another when they beg�n to come �n
presently? Take a p�ece of charcoal and number each bed w�th a b�g
f�gure on the wall overhead, and place those mattresses closer
together, do you hear? We can strew some straw on the floor �n that
corner �f �t becomes necessary.”

The guns were bark�ng, prepar�ng h�s work for h�m; he knew that
at any moment now the f�rst carr�age m�ght dr�ve up and d�scharge
�ts load of ma�med and bleed�ng flesh, and he hastened to get all �n



read�ness �n the great, bare room. Outs�de �n the shed the
preparat�ons were of another nature: the chests were opened and
the�r contents arranged �n order on a table, packages of l�nt,
bandages, compresses, rollers, spl�nts for fractured l�mbs, wh�le on
another table, alongs�de a great jar of cerate and a bottle of
chloroform, were the surg�cal cases w�th the�r blood-curdl�ng array of
gl�tter�ng �nstruments, probes, forceps, b�stour�es, scalpels, sc�ssors,
saws, an arsenal of �mplements of every �mag�nable shape adapted
to p�erce, cut, sl�ce, rend, crush. But there was a def�c�ent supply of
bas�ns.

“You must have pa�ls, pots, jars about the house—someth�ng that
w�ll hold water. We can’t work besmeared w�th blood all day, that’s
certa�n. And sponges, try to get me some sponges.”

Madame Delaherche hurr�ed away and returned, followed by three
women bear�ng a supply of the des�red vessels. G�lberte, stand�ng by
the table where the �nstruments were la�d out, summoned Henr�ette
to her s�de by a look and po�nted to them w�th a l�ttle shudder. They
grasped each other’s hand and stood for a moment w�thout
speak�ng, but the�r mute clasp was eloquent of the solemn feel�ng of
terror and p�ty that f�lled both the�r souls. And yet there was a
d�fference, for one reta�ned, even �n her d�stress, the �nvoluntary
sm�le of her br�ght youth, wh�le �n the eyes of the other, pale as
death, was the grave earnestness of the heart wh�ch, one love lost,
can never love aga�n.

“How terr�ble �t must be, dear, to have an arm or leg cut off!”
“Poor fellows!”
Bouroche had just f�n�shed plac�ng a mattress on each of the three

tables, cover�ng them carefully w�th o�l-cloth, when the sound of
horses’ hoofs was heard outs�de and the f�rst ambulance wagon
rolled �nto the court. There were ten men �n �t, seated on the lateral
benches, only sl�ghtly wounded; two or three of them carry�ng the�r
arm �n a sl�ng, but the major�ty hurt about the head. They al�ghted
w�th but l�ttle ass�stance, and the �nspect�on of the�r cases
commenced forthw�th.

One of them, scarcely more than a boy, had been shot through the
shoulder, and as Henr�ette was tenderly ass�st�ng h�m to draw off h�s



greatcoat, an operat�on that el�c�ted cr�es of pa�n, she took not�ce of
the number of h�s reg�ment.

“Why, you belong to the 106th! Are you �n Capta�n Beaudo�n’s
company?”

No, he belonged to Capta�n Bonnaud’s company, but for all that he
was well acqua�nted w�th Corporal Macquart and felt pretty certa�n
that h�s squad had not been under f�re as yet. The t�d�ngs, meager as
they were, suff�ced to remove a great load from the young woman’s
heart: her brother was al�ve and well; �f now her husband would only
return, as she was expect�ng every moment he would do, her m�nd
would be qu�te at rest.

At that moment, just as Henr�ette ra�sed her head to l�sten to the
cannonade, wh�ch was then roar�ng w�th �ncreased v�c�ousness, she
was thunderstruck to see Delaherche stand�ng only a few steps
away �n the m�ddle of a group of men, to whom he was tell�ng the
story of the fr�ghtful dangers he had encountered �n gett�ng from
Baze�lles to Sedan. How d�d he happen to be there? She had not
seen h�m come �n. She darted toward h�m.

“Is not my husband w�th you?”
But Delaherche, who was just then reply�ng to the fond quest�ons

of h�s w�fe and mother, was �n no haste to answer.
“Wa�t, wa�t a moment.” And resum�ng h�s narrat�ve: “Twenty t�mes

between Baze�lles and Balan I just m�ssed be�ng k�lled. It was a
storm, a regular hurr�cane, of shot and shell! And I saw the Emperor,
too. Oh! but he �s a brave man!—And after leav�ng Balan I ran—”

Henr�ette shook h�m by the arm.
“My husband?”
“We�ss? why, he stayed beh�nd there, We�ss d�d.”
“What do you mean, beh�nd there?”
“Why, yes; he p�cked up the musket of a dead sold�er, and �s

f�ght�ng away w�th the best of them.”
“He �s f�ght�ng, you say?—and why?”
“He must be out of h�s head, I th�nk. He would not come w�th me,

and of course I had to leave h�m.”



Henr�ette gazed at h�m f�xedly, w�th w�de-d�lated eyes. For a
moment no one spoke; then �n a calm vo�ce she declared her
resolut�on.

“It �s well; I w�ll go to h�m.”
What, she, go to h�m? But �t was �mposs�ble, �t was preposterous!

Delaherche had more to say of h�s hurr�cane of shot and shell.
G�lberte se�zed her by the wr�sts to deta�n her, wh�le Madame
Delaherche used all her persuas�ve powers to conv�nce her of the
folly of the mad undertak�ng. In the same gentle, determ�ned tone
she repeated:

“It �s useless; I w�ll go to h�m.”
She would only wa�t to adjust upon her head the lace scarf that

G�lberte had been wear�ng and wh�ch the latter �ns�sted she should
accept. In the hope that h�s offer m�ght cause her to abandon her
resolve Delaherche declared that he would go w�th her at least as far
as the Balan gate, but just then he caught s�ght of the sentry, who, �n
all the turmo�l and confus�on of the t�me, had been pac�ng
un�nterruptedly up and down before the bu�ld�ng that conta�ned the
treasure chests of the 7th corps, and suddenly he remembered, was
alarmed, went to g�ve a look and assure h�mself that the m�ll�ons
were there st�ll. In the meant�me Henr�ette had reached the port�co
and was about to pass out �nto the street.

“Wa�t for me, won’t you? Upon my word, you are as mad as your
husband!”

Another ambulance had dr�ven up, moreover, and they had to wa�t
to let �t pass �n. It was smaller than the other, hav�ng but two wheels,
and the two men whom �t conta�ned, both severely wounded, rested
on stretchers placed upon the floor. The f�rst one whom the
attendants took out, us�ng the most tender precaut�on, had one hand
broken and h�s s�de torn by a spl�nter of shell; he was a mass of
bleed�ng flesh. The second had h�s left leg shattered; and Bouroche,
g�v�ng orders to extend the latter on one of the o�l-cloth-covered
mattresses, proceeded forthw�th to operate on h�m, surrounded by
the star�ng, push�ng crowd of dressers and ass�stants. Madame
Delaherche and G�lberte were seated near the grass-plot, employed
�n roll�ng bandages.



In the street outs�de Delaherche had caught up w�th Henr�ette.
“Come, my dear Madame We�ss, abandon th�s foolhardy

undertak�ng. How can you expect to f�nd We�ss �n all that confus�on?
Most l�kely he �s no longer there by th�s t�me; he �s probably mak�ng
h�s way home through the f�elds. I assure you that Baze�lles �s
�naccess�ble.”

But she d�d not even l�sten to h�m, only �ncreas�ng her speed, and
had now entered the Rue de Men�l, her shortest way to the Balan
gate. It was nearly n�ne o’clock, and Sedan no longer wore the
forb�dd�ng, funereal aspect of the morn�ng, when �t awoke to grope
and shudder am�d the despa�r and gloom of �ts black fog. The
shadows of the houses were sharply def�ned upon the pavement �n
the br�ght sunl�ght, the streets were f�lled w�th an exc�ted, anx�ous
throng, through wh�ch orderl�es and staff off�cers were constantly
push�ng the�r way at a gallop. The ch�ef centers of attract�on were the
straggl�ng sold�ers who, even at th�s early hour of the day, had begun
to stream �nto the c�ty, m�nus arms and equ�pments, some of them
sl�ghtly wounded, others �n an extreme cond�t�on of nervous
exc�tat�on, shout�ng and gest�culat�ng l�ke lunat�cs. And yet the place
would have had very much �ts every-day aspect, had �t not been for
the t�ght-closed shutters of the shops, the l�feless house-fronts,
where not a bl�nd was open. Then there was the cannonade, that
never-ceas�ng cannonade, beneath wh�ch earth and rocks, walls and
foundat�ons, even to the very slates upon the roofs, shook and
trembled.

What between the damage that h�s reputat�on as a man of bravery
and pol�teness would �nev�tably suffer should he desert Henr�ette �n
her t�me of trouble, and h�s d�s�ncl�nat�on to aga�n face the �ron ha�l
on the Baze�lles road, Delaherche was certa�nly �n a very unpleasant
pred�cament. Just as they reached the Balan gate a bevy of mounted
off�cers, return�ng to the c�ty, suddenly came r�d�ng up, and they were
parted. There was a dense crowd of people around the gate, wa�t�ng
for news. It was all �n va�n that he ran th�s way and that, look�ng for
the young woman �n the throng; she must have been beyond the
walls by that t�me, speed�ng along the road, and pocket�ng h�s
gallantry for use on some future occas�on, he sa�d to h�mself aloud:



“Very well, so much the worse for her; �t was too �d�ot�c.”
Then the manufacturer strolled about the c�ty, bourgeo�s-l�ke

des�rous to lose no port�on of the spectacle, and at the same t�me
tormented by a constantly �ncreas�ng feel�ng of anx�ety. How was �t
all to end? and would not the c�ty suffer heav�ly should the army be
defeated? The quest�ons were hard ones to answer; he could not
g�ve a sat�sfactory solut�on to the conundrum when so much
depended on c�rcumstances, but none the less he was beg�nn�ng to
feel very uneasy for h�s factory and house �n the Rue Maqua,
whence he had already taken the precaut�on to remove h�s secur�t�es
and valuables and bury them �n a place of safety. He dropped �n at
the Hôtel de V�lle, found the Mun�c�pal Counc�l s�tt�ng �n permanent
sess�on, and lo�tered away a couple of hours there w�thout hear�ng
any fresh news, unless that affa�rs outs�de the walls were beg�nn�ng
to look very threaten�ng. The army, under the push�ng and haul�ng
process, pushed back to the rear by General Ducrot dur�ng the hour
and a half wh�le the command was �n h�s hands, hauled forward to
the front aga�n by de W�mpffen, h�s successor, knew not where to
y�eld obed�ence, and the ent�re lack of plan and competent
leadersh�p, the �ncomprehens�ble vac�llat�on, the abandonment of
pos�t�ons only to retake them aga�n at terr�ble cost of l�fe, all these
th�ngs could not fa�l to end �n ru�n and d�saster.

From there Delaherche pushed forward to the Sous-Prefecture to
ascerta�n whether the Emperor had returned yet from the f�eld of
battle. The only t�d�ngs he gleaned here were of Marshal MacMahon,
who was sa�d to be rest�ng comfortably, h�s wound, wh�ch was not
dangerous, hav�ng been dressed by a surgeon. About eleven
o’clock, however, as he was aga�n go�ng the rounds, h�s progress
was arrested for a moment �n the Grande-Rue, oppos�te the Hotel de
l’Europe, by a sorry cavalcade of dust-sta�ned horsemen, whose
jaded nags were mov�ng at a walk, and at the�r head he recogn�zed
the Emperor, who was return�ng after hav�ng spent four hours on the
battle-f�eld. It was pla�n that death would have noth�ng to do w�th h�m.
The b�g drops of angu�sh had washed the rouge from off those
pa�nted cheeks, the waxed mustache had lost �ts st�ffness and
drooped over the mouth, and �n that ashen face, �n those d�m eyes,
was the stupor of one �n h�s last agony. One of the off�cers al�ghted �n



front of the hotel and proceeded to g�ve some fr�ends, who were
collected there, an account of the�r route, from la Moncelle to
G�vonne, up the ent�re length of the l�ttle valley among the sold�ers of
the 1st corps, who had already been pressed back by the Saxons
across the l�ttle stream to the r�ght bank; and they had returned by
the sunken road of the Fond de G�vonne, wh�ch was even then �n
such an encumbered cond�t�on that had the Emperor des�red to
make h�s way to the front aga�n he would have found the greatest
d�ff�culty �n do�ng so. Bes�des, what would �t have ava�led?

As Delaherche was dr�nk�ng �n these part�culars w�th greedy ears a
loud explos�on shook the quarter. It was a shell, wh�ch had
demol�shed a ch�mney �n the Rue Sa�nte-Barbe, near the c�tadel.
There was a general rush and scramble; men swore and women
shr�eked. He had flattened h�mself aga�nst the wall, when another
explos�on broke the w�ndows �n a house not far away. The
consequences would be dreadful �f they should shell Sedan; he
made h�s way back to the Rue Maqua on a keen run, and was
se�zed by such an �mper�ous des�re to learn the truth that he d�d not
pause below sta�rs, but hurr�ed to the roof, where there was a terrace
that commanded a v�ew of the c�ty and �ts env�rons.

A glance of the s�tuat�on served to reassure h�m; the German f�re
was not d�rected aga�nst the c�ty; the batter�es at Freno�s and la
Marfée were shell�ng the Plateau de l’Algér�e over the roofs of the
houses, and now that h�s alarm had subs�ded he could even watch
w�th a certa�n degree of adm�rat�on the fl�ght of the project�les as they
sa�led over Sedan �n a w�de, majest�c curve, leav�ng beh�nd them a
fa�nt tra�l of smoke upon the a�r, l�ke g�gant�c b�rds, �nv�s�ble to mortal
eye and to be traced only by the gray plumage shed by the�r p�n�ons.
At f�rst �t seemed to h�m qu�te ev�dent that what damage had been
done so far was the result of random pract�ce by the Pruss�an
gunners: they were not bombard�ng the c�ty yet; then, upon further
cons�derat�on, he was of op�n�on that the�r f�r�ng was �ntended as a
response to the �neffectual f�re of the few guns mounted on the
fort�f�cat�ons of the place. Turn�ng to the north he looked down from
h�s pos�t�on upon the extended and complex system of defenses of
the c�tadel, the frown�ng curta�ns black w�th age, the green expanses
of the turfed glac�s, the stern bast�ons that reared the�r heads at



geometr�cally accurate angles, prom�nent among them the three
cyclopean sal�ents, the Ecossa�s, the Grand Jard�n, and la Rochette,
wh�le further to the west, �n extens�on of the l�ne, were Fort Nassau
and Fort Palat�nat, above the faubourg of Men�l. The s�ght produced
�n h�m a melancholy �mpress�on of �mmens�ty and fut�l�ty. Of what
ava�l were they now aga�nst the powerful modern guns w�th the�r
�mmense range? Bes�des, the works were not manned; cannon,
ammun�t�on, men were want�ng. Some three weeks prev�ously the
governor had �nv�ted the c�t�zens to organ�ze and form a Nat�onal
Guard, and these volunteers were now do�ng duty as gunners; and
thus �t was that there were three guns �n serv�ce at Palat�nat, wh�le at
the Porte de Par�s there may have been a half dozen. As they had
only seven or e�ght rounds to each gun, however, the men
husbanded the�r ammun�t�on, l�m�t�ng themselves to a shot every half
hour, and that only as a sort of salve to the�r self-respect, for none of
the�r m�ss�les reached the enemy; all were lost �n the meadows
oppos�te them. Hence the enemy’s batter�es, d�sda�nful of such small
game, contemptuously p�tched a shell at them from t�me to t�me, out
of char�ty, as �t were.

Those batter�es over across the r�ver were objects of great �nterest
to Delaherche. He was eagerly scann�ng the he�ghts of la Marfée
w�th h�s naked eye, when all at once he thought of the spy-glass w�th
wh�ch he somet�mes amused h�mself by watch�ng the do�ngs of h�s
ne�ghbors from the terrace. He ran downsta�rs and got �t, returned
and placed �t �n pos�t�on, and as he was slowly sweep�ng the hor�zon
and trees, f�elds, houses came w�th�n h�s range of v�s�on, he l�ghted
on that group of un�forms, at the angle of a p�ne wood, over the ma�n
battery at Freno�s, of wh�ch We�ss had caught a gl�mpse from
Baze�lles. To h�m, however, thanks to the excellence of h�s glass, �t
would have been no d�ff�cult matter to count the number of off�cers of
the staff, so d�st�nctly he made them out. Some of them were
recl�n�ng carelessly on the grass, others were convers�ng �n l�ttle
groups, and �n front of them all stood a sol�tary f�gure, a spare, well-
proport�oned man to appearances, �n an unostentat�ous un�form, who
yet asserted �n some �ndef�nable way h�s masterhood. It was the
Pruss�an K�ng, scarce half f�nger h�gh, one of those m�n�ature leaden
toys that afford ch�ldren such del�ght. Although he was not certa�n of



th�s �dent�ty unt�l later on the manufacturer found h�mself, by reason
of some �nexpl�cable attract�on, constantly return�ng to that
d�m�nut�ve puppet, whose face, scarce larger than a p�n’s head, was
but a pale po�nt aga�nst the �mmense blue sky.

It was not m�dday yet, and s�nce n�ne o’clock the master had been
watch�ng the movements, �nexorable as fate, of h�s arm�es. Onward,
ever onward, they swept, by roads traced for them �n advance,
complet�ng the c�rcle, slowly but surely clos�ng �n and envelop�ng
Sedan �n the�r l�v�ng wall of men and guns. The army on h�s left, that
had come up across the level pla�n of Donchery, was debouch�ng st�ll
from the pass of Sa�nt-Albert and, leav�ng Sa�nt-Menges �n �ts rear,
was beg�nn�ng to show �ts heads of columns at Fle�gneux; and, �n the
rear of the XIth corps, then sharply engaged w�th General Douay’s
force, he could d�scern the Vth corps, ava�l�ng �tself of the shelter of
the woods and advanc�ng stealth�ly on Illy, wh�le battery upon battery
came wheel�ng �nto pos�t�on, an ever-lengthen�ng l�ne of thunder�ng
guns, unt�l the hor�zon was an unbroken r�ng of f�re. On the r�ght the
army was now �n und�sputed possess�on of the valley of the
G�vonne; the XIIth corps had taken la Moncelle, the Guards had
forced the passage of the stream at Da�gny, compell�ng General
Ducrot to seek the protect�on of the wood of la Garenne, and were
push�ng up the r�ght bank, l�kew�se �n full march upon the plateau of
Illy. The�r task was almost done; one effort more, and up there at the
north, among those barren f�elds, on the very verge of the dark
forests of the Ardennes, the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a would jo�n
hands w�th the Crown Pr�nce of Saxony. To the south of Sedan the
v�llage of Baze�lles was lost to s�ght �n the dense smoke of �ts
burn�ng houses, �n the clouds of dun vapor that rose above the
fur�ous confl�ct.

And tranqu�lly, ever s�nce the morn�ng, the K�ng had been
watch�ng and wa�t�ng. An hour yet, two hours, �t m�ght be three, �t
mattered not; �t was only a quest�on of t�me. Wheel and p�n�on, cog
and lever, were work�ng �n harmony, the great eng�ne of destruct�on
was �n mot�on, and soon would have run �ts course. In the center of
the �mmense hor�zon, beneath the deep vault of sunl�t sky, the
bounds of the battlef�eld were ever becom�ng narrower, the black
swarms were converg�ng, clos�ng �n on doomed Sedan. There were



f�ery reflex�ons �n the w�ndows of the c�ty; to the left, �n the d�rect�on
of the Faubourg de la Cass�ne, �t seemed as �f a house was burn�ng.
And outs�de the c�rcle of flame and smoke, �n the f�elds no longer
trodden by armed men, over by Donchery, over by Car�gnan, peace,
warm and lum�nous, lay upon the land; the br�ght waters of the
Meuse, the lusty trees rejo�c�ng �n the�r strength, the broad, verdant
meadows, the fert�le, well-kept farms, all rested peacefully beneath
the ferv�d noonday sun.

Turn�ng to h�s staff, the K�ng br�efly called for �nformat�on upon
some po�nt. It was the royal w�ll to d�rect each move on the g�gant�c
chessboard; to hold �n the hollow of h�s hand the hosts who looked to
h�m for gu�dance. At h�s left, a flock of swallows, affr�ghted by the
no�se of the cannonade, rose h�gh �n a�r, wheeled, and van�shed �n
the south.



IV.

Between the c�ty and Balan, Henr�ette got over the ground at a
good, round pace. It was not yet n�ne o’clock; the broad footpath,
bordered by gardens and pretty cottages, was as yet comparat�vely
free, although as she approached the v�llage �t began to be more and
more obstructed by fly�ng c�t�zens and mov�ng troops. When she saw
a great surge of the human t�de advanc�ng on her she hugged the
walls and house-fronts, and by d�nt of address and perseverance
sl�pped through, somehow. The fold of black lace that half concealed
her fa�r ha�r and small, pale face, the sober gown that enveloped her
sl�ght form, made her an �nconsp�cuous object among the throng;
she went her way unnot�ced by the by-passers, and noth�ng retarded
her l�ght, s�lent steps.

At Balan, however, she found the road blocked by a reg�ment of
�nfanter�e de mar�ne. It was a compact mass of men, drawn up under
the tall trees that concealed them from the enemy’s observat�on,
awa�t�ng orders. She ra�sed herself on t�ptoe, and could not see the
end; st�ll, she made herself as small as she could and attempted to
worm her way through. The men shoved her w�th the�r elbows, and
the butts of the�r muskets made acqua�ntance w�th her r�bs; when
she had advanced a dozen paces there was a chorus of shouts and
angry protests. A capta�n turned on her and roughly cr�ed:

“H�, there, you woman! are you crazy? Where are you go�ng?”
“I am go�ng to Baze�lles.”
“What, to Baze�lles?”
There was a shout of laughter. The sold�ers po�nted at her w�th

the�r f�ngers; she was the object of the�r w�tt�c�sms. The capta�n, also,
greatly amused by the �nc�dent, had to have h�s joke.



“You should take us along w�th you, my l�ttle dear, �f you are go�ng
to Baze�lles. We were there a short wh�le ago, and I am �n hope that
we shall go back there, but I can tell you that the temperature of the
place �s none too cool.”

“I am go�ng to Baze�lles to look for my husband,” Henr�ette
declared, �n her gentle vo�ce, wh�le her blue eyes shone w�th
und�m�n�shed resolut�on.

The laughter ceased; an old sergeant extr�cated her from the
crowd that had collected around her, and forced her to retrace her
steps.

“My poor ch�ld, you see �t �s �mposs�ble to get through. Baze�lles �s
no place for you. You w�ll f�nd your husband by and by. Come, l�sten
to reason!”

She had to obey, and stood as�de beneath the trees, ra�s�ng
herself on her toes at every moment to peer before her, f�rm �n her
resolve to cont�nue her journey as soon as she should be allowed to
pass. She learned the cond�t�on of affa�rs from the conversat�on that
went on around her. Some off�cers were cr�t�c�s�ng w�th great acerb�ty
the order for the abandonment of Baze�lles, wh�ch had occurred at a
quarter-past e�ght, at the t�me when General Ducrot, tak�ng over the
command from the marshal, had cons�dered �t best to concentrate
the troops on the plateau of Illy. What made matters worse was, that
the valley of the G�vonne hav�ng fallen �nto the hands of the
Germans through the premature ret�rement of the 1st corps, the 12th
corps, wh�ch was even then susta�n�ng a v�gorous attack �n front,
was overlapped on �ts left flank. Now that General de W�mpffen had
rel�eved General Ducrot, �t seemed that the or�g�nal plan was to be
carr�ed out. Orders had been rece�ved to retake Baze�lles at every
cost, and dr�ve the Bavar�ans �nto the Meuse. And so, �n the ranks of
that reg�ment that had been halted there �n full retreat at the entrance
of the v�llage and ordered to resume the offens�ve, there was much
b�tter feel�ng, and angry words were r�fe. Was ever such stup�d�ty
heard of? to make them abandon a pos�t�on, and �mmed�ately tell
them to turn round and retake �t from the enemy! They were w�ll�ng
enough to r�sk the�r l�fe �n the cause, but no one cared to throw �t
away for noth�ng!



A body of mounted men dashed up the street and General de
W�mpffen appeared among them, and ra�s�ng h�mself erect on h�s
st�rrups, w�th flash�ng eyes, he shouted, �n r�ng�ng tones:

“Fr�ends, we cannot retreat; �t would be ru�n to us all. And �f we do
have to retreat, �t shall be on Car�gnan, and not on Méz�ères. But we
shall be v�ctor�ous! You beat the enemy th�s morn�ng; you w�ll beat
them aga�n!”

He galloped off on a road that conducted to la Moncelle. It was
sa�d that there had been a v�olent altercat�on between h�m and
General Ducrot, each uphold�ng h�s own plan, and decry�ng the plan
of the other—one assert�ng that retreat by way of Méz�ères had been
�mpract�cable all that morn�ng; the other pred�ct�ng that, unless they
fell back on Illy, the army would be surrounded before n�ght. And
there was a great deal of b�tter recr�m�nat�on, each tax�ng the other
w�th �gnorance of the country and of the s�tuat�on of the troops. The
p�ty of �t was that both were r�ght.

But Henr�ette, meant�me, had made an encounter that caused her
to forget her project for a moment. In some poor outcasts; stranded
by the ways�de, she had recogn�zed a fam�ly of honest weavers from
Baze�lles, father, mother, and three l�ttle g�rls, of whom the largest
was only n�ne years old. They were utterly d�sheartened and forlorn,
and so weary and footsore that they could go no further, and had
thrown themselves down at the foot of a wall.

“Alas! dear lady,” the w�fe and mother sa�d to Henr�ette, “we have
lost our all. Our house—you know where our house stood on the
Place de l’Égl�se—well, a shell came and burned �t. Why we and the
ch�ldren d�d not stay and share �ts fate I do not know—”

At these words the three l�ttle ones began to cry and sob afresh,
wh�le the mother, �n d�stracted language, gave further deta�ls of the
catastrophe.

“The loom, I saw �t burn l�ke seasoned k�ndl�ng wood, and the bed,
the cha�rs and tables, they blazed l�ke so much straw. And even the
clock—yes, the poor old clock that I tr�ed to save and could not.”

“My God! my God!” the man excla�med, h�s eyes sw�mm�ng w�th
tears, “what �s to become of us?”



Henr�ette endeavored to comfort them, but �t was �n a vo�ce that
quavered strangely.

“You have been preserved to each other, you are safe and
unharmed; your three l�ttle g�rls are left you. What reason have you
to compla�n?”

Then she proceeded to quest�on them to learn how matters stood
�n Baze�lles, whether they had seen her husband, �n what state they
had left her house, but �n the�r half-dazed cond�t�on they gave
confl�ct�ng answers. No, they had not seen M. We�ss. One of the l�ttle
g�rls, however, declared that she had seen h�m, and that he was
ly�ng on the ground w�th a great hole �n h�s head, whereon the father
gave her a box on the ear, b�dd�ng her hold her tongue and not tell
such l�es to the lady. As for the house, they could say w�th certa�nty
that �t was �ntact at the t�me of the�r fl�ght; they even remembered to
have observed, as they passed �t, that the doors and w�ndows were
t�ghtly secured, as �f �t was qu�te deserted. At that t�me, moreover,
the only foothold that the Bavar�ans had secured for themselves was
�n the Place de l’Égl�se, and to carry the v�llage they would have to
f�ght for �t, street by street, house by house. They must have been
ga�n�ng ground s�nce then, though; all Baze�lles was �n flames by that
t�me, l�ke enough, and not a wall left stand�ng, thanks to the
f�erceness of the assa�lants and the resolut�on of the defenders. And
so the poor creatures went on, w�th trembl�ng, affr�ghted gestures,
evok�ng the horr�d s�ghts the�r eyes had seen and tell�ng the�r
dreadful tale of slaughter and conflagrat�on and corpses ly�ng �n
heaps upon the ground.

“But my husband?” Henr�ette asked aga�n.
They made no answer, only cont�nued to cover the�r face w�th the�r

hands and sob. Her cruel anx�ety, as she stood there erect, w�th no
outward s�gn of weakness, was only ev�nced by a sl�ght qu�ver�ng of
the l�ps. What was she to bel�eve? Va�nly she told herself the ch�ld
was m�staken; her mental v�s�on p�ctured her husband ly�ng there
dead before her �n the street w�th a bullet wound �n the head. Aga�n,
that house, so securely locked and bolted, was another source of
alarm; why was �t so? was he no longer �n �t? The conv�ct�on that he
was dead sent an �cy ch�ll to her heart; but perhaps he was only



wounded, perhaps he was breath�ng st�ll; and so sudden and
�mper�ous was the need she felt of fly�ng to h�s s�de that she would
aga�n have attempted to force her passage through the troops had
not the bugles just then sounded the order for them to advance.

The reg�ment was largely composed of raw, half-dr�lled recru�ts
from Toulon, Brest, and Rochefort, men who had never f�red a shot,
but all that morn�ng they had fought w�th a bravery and f�rmness that
would not have d�sgraced veteran troops. They had not shown much
apt�tude for march�ng on the road from Rhe�ms to Mouzon, we�ghted
as they were w�th the�r unaccustomed burdens, but when they came
to face the enemy the�r d�sc�pl�ne and sense of duty made
themselves felt, and notw�thstand�ng the r�ghteous anger that was �n
the�r hearts, the bugle had but to sound and they returned to brave
the f�re and encounter the foe. Three several t�mes they had been
prom�sed a d�v�s�on to support them; �t never came. They felt that
they were deserted, sacr�f�ced; �t was the offer�ng of the�r l�fe that
was demanded of them by those who, hav�ng f�rst made them
evacuate the place, were now send�ng them back �nto the f�ery
furnace of Baze�lles. And they knew �t, and they gave the�r l�fe, freely,
w�thout a murmur, clos�ng up the�r ranks and leav�ng the shelter of
the trees to meet afresh the storm of shell and bullets.

Henr�ette gave a deep s�gh of rel�ef; at last they were about to
move! She followed them, w�th the hope that she m�ght enter the
v�llage unperce�ved �n the�r rear, prepared to run w�th them should
they take the double-qu�ck. But they had scarcely begun to move
when they came to a halt aga�n. The project�les were now fall�ng
th�ck and fast; to rega�n possess�on of Baze�lles �t would be
necessary to d�spute every �nch of the road, occupy�ng the cross-
streets, the houses and gardens on e�ther s�de of the way. A br�sk
f�re of musketry proceeded from the head of the column, the
advance was �rregular, by f�ts and starts, every petty obstacle
enta�led a delay of many m�nutes. She felt that she would never
atta�n her end by rema�n�ng there at the rear of the column, wa�t�ng
for �t to f�ght �ts way through, and w�th prompt dec�s�on she bent her
course to the r�ght and took a path that led downward between two
hedges to the meadows.



Henr�ette’s plan now was to reach Baze�lles by those broad levels
that border the Meuse. She was not very clear about �t �n her m�nd,
however, and cont�nued to hasten onward �n obed�ence to that bl�nd
�nst�nct wh�ch had or�g�nally �mparted to her �ts �mpulse. She had not
gone far before she found herself stand�ng and gaz�ng �n d�smay at a
m�n�ature ocean wh�ch barred her further progress �n that d�rect�on. It
was the �nundated f�elds, the low-ly�ng lands that a measure of
defense had converted �nto a lake, wh�ch had escaped her memory.
For a s�ngle moment she thought of turn�ng back; then, at the r�sk of
leav�ng her shoes beh�nd, she pushed on, hugg�ng the bank, through
the water that covered the grass and rose above her ankles. For a
hundred yards her way, though d�ff�cult, was not �mpract�cable; then
she encountered a garden-wall d�rectly �n her front; the ground fell off
sharply, and where the wall term�nated the water was s�x feet deep.
Her path was closed effectually; she clenched her l�ttle f�sts and had
to summon up all her resolut�on to keep from burst�ng �nto tears.
When the f�rst shock of d�sappo�ntment had passed over she made
her way along the enclosure and found a narrow lane that pursued a
tortuous course among the scattered houses. She bel�eved that now
her troubles were at an end, for she was acqua�nted w�th that
labyr�nth, that tangled maze of passages, wh�ch, to one who had the
key to them, ended at the v�llage.

But the m�ss�les seemed to be fall�ng there even more th�ckly than
elsewhere. Henr�ette stopped short �n her tracks and all the blood �n
her body seemed to flow back upon her heart at a fr�ghtful
detonat�on, so close that she could feel the w�nd upon her cheek. A
shell had exploded d�rectly before her and only a few yards away.
She turned her head and scrut�n�zed for a moment the he�ghts of the
left bank, above wh�ch the smoke from the German batter�es was
curl�ng upward; she saw what she must do, and when she started on
her way aga�n �t was w�th eyes f�xed on the hor�zon, watch�ng for the
shells �n order to avo�d them. There was method �n the rash dar�ng of
her proceed�ng, and all the brave tranqu�ll�ty that the prudent l�ttle
housew�fe had at her command. She was not go�ng to be k�lled �f she
could help �t; she w�shed to f�nd her husband and br�ng h�m back w�th
her, that they m�ght yet have many days of happy l�fe together. The
project�les st�ll came tumbl�ng frequently as ever; she sped along



beh�nd walls, made a cover of boundary stones, ava�led herself of
every sl�ght depress�on. But presently she came to an open space, a
b�t of unprotected road where spl�nters and fragments of exploded
shells lay th�ck, and she was watch�ng beh�nd a shed for a chance to
make a dash when she perce�ved, emerg�ng from a sort of cleft �n
the ground �n front of her, a human head and two br�ght eyes that
peered about �nqu�s�t�vely. It was a l�ttle, bare-footed, ten-year-old
boy, dressed �n a sh�rt and ragged trousers, an embryon�c tramp,
who was watch�ng the battle w�th huge del�ght. At every report h�s
small black beady eyes would snap and sparkle, and he jub�lantly
shouted:

“Oh my! a�nt �t bully!—Look out, there comes another one! don’t
st�r! Boom! that was a rouser!—Don’t st�r! don’t st�r!”

And each t�me there came a shell he d�ved to the bottom of h�s
hole, then reappeared, show�ng h�s d�rty, elf�sh face, unt�l �t was t�me
to duck aga�n.

Henr�ette now not�ced that the project�les all came from L�ry, wh�le
the batter�es at Pont-Maug�s and Noyers were conf�n�ng the�r
attent�on to Balan. At each d�scharge she could see the smoke
d�st�nctly, �mmed�ately afterward she heard the scream of the shell,
succeeded by the explos�on. Just then the gunners afforded them a
br�ef resp�te; the blu�sh haze above the he�ghts dr�fted slowly away
upon the w�nd.

“They’ve stopped to take a dr�nk, you can go your money on �t,”
sa�d the urch�n. “Qu�ck, qu�ck, g�ve me your hand! Now’s the t�me to
sk�p!”

He took her by the hand and dragged her along w�th h�m, and �n
th�s way they crossed the open together, s�de by s�de, runn�ng for
dear l�fe, w�th head and shoulders down. When they were safely
ensconced beh�nd a stack that opportunely offered �ts protect�on at
the end of the�r course and turned to look beh�nd them, they beheld
another shell come rush�ng through the a�r and al�ght upon the shed
at the very spot they had occup�ed so lately. The crash was fearful;
the shed was knocked to spl�nters. The l�ttle ragamuff�n cons�dered
that a cap�tal joke, and fa�rly danced w�th glee.



“Bravo, h�t ’em ag�n! that’s the way to do �t!—But �t was t�me for us
to sk�p, though, wasn’t �t?”

But aga�n Henr�ette struck up aga�nst �nsurmountable obstacles �n
the shape of hedges and garden-walls, that offered absolutely no
outlet. Her �rrepress�ble compan�on, st�ll wear�ng h�s broad gr�n and
remark�ng that where there was a w�ll there was a way, cl�mbed to
the cop�ng of a wall and ass�sted her to scale �t. On reach�ng the
further s�de they found themselves �n a k�tchen garden among beds
of peas and str�ng-beans and surrounded by fences on every s�de;
the�r sole ex�t was through the l�ttle cottage of the gardener. The boy
led the way, sw�ng�ng h�s arms and wh�stl�ng unconcernedly, w�th an
express�on on h�s face of most profound �nd�fference. He pushed
open a door that adm�tted h�m to a bedroom, from wh�ch he passed
on �nto another room, where there was an old woman, apparently the
only l�v�ng be�ng upon the prem�ses. She was stand�ng by a table, �n
a sort of dazed stupor; she looked at the two strangers who thus
unceremon�ously made a h�ghway of her dwell�ng, but addressed
them no word, nor d�d they speak a word to her. They van�shed as
qu�ckly as they had appeared, emerg�ng by the ex�t oppos�te the�r
entrance upon an alley that they followed for a moment. After that
there were other d�ff�cult�es to be surmounted, and thus they went on
for more than half a m�le, scal�ng walls, struggl�ng through hedges,
ava�l�ng themselves of every short cut that offered, �t m�ght be the
door of a stable or the w�ndow of a cottage, as the ex�genc�es of the
case demanded. Dogs howled mournfully; they had a narrow escape
from be�ng run down by a cow that was plung�ng along, w�ld w�th
terror. It seemed as �f they must be approach�ng the v�llage,
however; there was an odor of burn�ng wood �n the a�r, and
momentar�ly volumes of redd�sh smoke, l�ke ve�ls of f�nest gauze
float�ng �n the w�nd, passed athwart the sun and obscured h�s l�ght.

All at once the urch�n came to a halt and planted h�mself �n front of
Henr�ette.

“I say, lady, tell us where you’re go�ng, w�ll you?”
“You can see very well where I am go�ng; to Baze�lles.”
He gave a low wh�stle of aston�shment, follow�ng �t up w�th the

shr�ll laugh of the careless vagabond to whom noth�ng �s sacred, who



�s not part�cular upon whom or what he launches h�s �rreverent g�bes.
“To Baze�lles—oh, no, I guess not; I don’t th�nk my bus�ness l�es

that way—I have another engagement. Bye-bye, ta-ta!”
He turned on h�s heel and was off l�ke a shot, and she was none

the w�ser as to whence he came or wh�ther he went. She had found
h�m �n a hole, she had lost s�ght of h�m at the corner of a wall, and
never was she to set eyes on h�m aga�n.

When she was alone aga�n Henr�ette exper�enced a strange
sensat�on of fear. He had been no protect�on to her, that scrubby
urch�n, but h�s chatter had been a d�stract�on; he had kept her sp�r�ts
up by h�s way of mak�ng game of everyth�ng, as �f �t was all one huge
raree show. Now she was beg�nn�ng to tremble, her strength was
fa�l�ng her, she, who by nature was so courageous. The shells no
longer fell around her: the Germans had ceased f�r�ng on Baze�lles,
probably to avo�d k�ll�ng the�r own men, who were now masters of the
v�llage; but w�th�n the last few m�nutes she had heard the wh�stl�ng of
bullets, that pecul�ar sound l�ke the buzz�ng of a bluebottle fly, that
she recogn�zed by hav�ng heard �t descr�bed. There was such a
rag�ng, roar�ng clamor r�s�ng to the heavens �n the d�stance, the
confused uproar of other sounds was so v�olent, that �n �t she fa�led
to d�st�ngu�sh the report of musketry. As she was turn�ng the corner
of a house there was a deadened thud close at her ear, succeeded
by the sound of fall�ng plaster, wh�ch brought her to a sudden halt; �t
was a bullet that had struck the facade. She was pale as death, and
asked herself �f her courage would be suff�c�ent to carry her through
to the end; and before she had t�me to frame an answer, she
rece�ved what seemed to her a blow from a hammer upon her
forehead, and sank, stunned, upon her knees. It was a spent ball
that had r�cocheted and struck her a l�ttle above the left eyebrow w�th
suff�c�ent force to ra�se an ugly contus�on. When she came to, ra�s�ng
her hands to her forehead, she w�thdrew them covered w�th blood.
But the pressure of her f�ngers had assured her that the bone
beneath was un�njured, and she sa�d aloud, encourag�ng herself by
the sound of her own vo�ce:

“It �s noth�ng, �t �s noth�ng. Come, I am not afra�d; no, no! I am not
afra�d.”



And �t was the truth; she arose, and from that t�me walked am�d
the storm of bullets w�th absolute �nd�fference, l�ke one whose soul �s
parted from h�s body, who reasons not, who g�ves h�s l�fe. She
marched stra�ght onward, w�th head erect, no longer seek�ng to
shelter herself, and �f she struck out at a sw�fter pace �t was only that
she m�ght reach her appo�nted end more qu�ckly. The death-deal�ng
m�ss�les pattered on the road before and beh�nd her; twenty t�mes
they were near tak�ng her l�fe; she never not�ced them. At last she
was at Baze�lles, and struck d�agonally across a f�eld of lucerne �n
order to rega�n the road, the ma�n street that traversed the v�llage.
Just as she turned �nto �t she cast her eyes to the r�ght, and there,
some two hundred paces from her, beheld her house �n a blaze. The
flames were �nv�s�ble aga�nst the br�ght sunl�ght; the roof had already
fallen �n �n part, the w�ndows were belch�ng dense clouds of black
smoke. She could restra�n herself no longer, and ran w�th all her
strength.

Ever s�nce e�ght o’clock We�ss, abandoned by the ret�r�ng troops,
had been a self-made pr�soner there. H�s return to Sedan had
become an �mposs�b�l�ty, for the Bavar�ans, �mmed�ately upon the
w�thdrawal of the French, had swarmed down from the park of
Mont�v�ll�ers and occup�ed the road. He was alone and defenseless,
save for h�s musket and what few cartr�dges were left h�m, when he
beheld before h�s door a l�ttle band of sold�ers, ten �n number,
abandoned, l�ke h�mself, and parted from the�r comrades, look�ng
about them for a place where they m�ght defend themselves and sell
the�r l�ves dearly. He ran downsta�rs to adm�t them, and thenceforth
the house had a garr�son, a l�eutenant, corporal and e�ght men, all
b�tterly �nflamed aga�nst the enemy, and resolved never to surrender.

“What, Laurent, you here!” he excla�med, surpr�sed to recogn�ze
among the sold�ers a tall, lean young man, who held �n h�s hand a
musket, doubtless taken from some corpse.

Laurent was dressed �n jacket and trousers of blue cloth; he was
helper to a gardener of the ne�ghborhood, and had lately lost h�s
mother and h�s w�fe, both of whom had been carr�ed off by the same
�ns�d�ous fever.



“And why shouldn’t I be?” he repl�ed. “All I have �s my sk�n, and I’m
w�ll�ng to g�ve that. And then I am not such a bad shot, you know,
and �t w�ll be just fun for me to blaze away at those rascals and
knock one of ’em over every t�me.”

The l�eutenant and the corporal had already begun to make an
�nspect�on of the prem�ses. There was noth�ng to be done on the
ground floor; all they d�d was to push the furn�ture aga�nst the door
and w�ndows �n such a way as to form as secure a barr�cade as
poss�ble. After attend�ng to that they proceeded to arrange a plan for
the defense of the three small rooms of the f�rst floor and the open
att�c, mak�ng no change, however, �n the measures that had been
already taken by We�ss, the protect�on of the w�ndows by
mattresses, the loopholes cut here and there �n the slats of the
bl�nds. As the l�eutenant was lean�ng from the w�ndow to take a
survey of the�r surround�ngs, he heard the wa�l�ng cry of a ch�ld.

“What �s that?” he asked.
We�ss looked from the w�ndow, and, �n the adjo�n�ng dyehouse,

beheld the l�ttle s�ck boy, Charles, h�s scarlet face rest�ng on the
wh�te p�llow, �mplor�ngly begg�ng h�s mother to br�ng h�m a dr�nk: h�s
mother, who lay dead across the threshold, beyond hear�ng or
answer�ng. W�th a sorrowful express�on he repl�ed:

“It �s a poor l�ttle ch�ld next door, there, cry�ng for h�s mother, who
was k�lled by a Pruss�an shell.”

“Tonnerre de D�eu!” muttered Laurent, “how are they ever go�ng to
pay for all these th�ngs!”

As yet only a few random shots had struck the front of the house.
We�ss and the l�eutenant, accompan�ed by the corporal and two
men, had ascended to the att�c, where they were �n better pos�t�on to
observe the road, of wh�ch they had an obl�que v�ew as far as the
Place de l’Égl�se. The square was now occup�ed by the Bavar�ans,
but any further advance was attended by d�ff�cult�es that made them
very c�rcumspect. A handful of French sold�ers, posted at the mouth
of a narrow lane, held them �n check for nearly a quarter of an hour,
w�th a f�re so rap�d and cont�nuous that the dead bod�es lay �n p�les.
The next obstacle they encountered was a house on the oppos�te
corner, wh�ch also deta�ned them some t�me before they could get



possess�on of �t. At one t�me a woman, w�th a musket �n her hands,
was seen through the smoke, f�r�ng from one of the w�ndows. It was
the abode of a baker, and a few sold�ers were there �n add�t�on to the
regular occupants; and when the house was f�nally carr�ed there was
a hoarse shout: “No quarter!” a surg�ng, struggl�ng, voc�ferat�ng
throng poured from the door and rolled across the street to the dead-
wall oppos�te, and �n the rag�ng torrent were seen the woman’s sk�rt,
the jacket of a man, the wh�te ha�rs of the grandfather; then came the
crash of a volley of musketry, and the wall was splashed w�th blood
from base to cop�ng. Th�s was a po�nt on wh�ch the Germans were
�nexorable; everyone caught w�th arms �n h�s hands and not
belong�ng to some un�formed organ�zat�on was shot w�thout the
formal�ty of a tr�al, as hav�ng v�olated the law of nat�ons. They were
enraged at the obst�nate res�stance offered them by the v�llage, and
the fr�ghtful loss they had susta�ned dur�ng the f�ve hours’ confl�ct
provoked them to the most atroc�ous repr�sals. The gutters ran red
w�th blood, the p�led dead �n the streets formed barr�cades, some of
the more open places were charnel-houses, from whose depths rose
the death-rattle of men �n the�r last agony. And �n every house that
they had to carry by assault �n th�s way men were seen d�str�but�ng
w�sps of l�ghted straw, others ran to and fro w�th blaz�ng torches,
others smeared the walls and furn�ture w�th petroleum; soon whole
streets were burn�ng, Baze�lles was �n flames.

And now We�ss’s was the only house �n the central port�on of the
v�llage that st�ll cont�nued to hold out, preserv�ng �ts a�r of menace,
l�ke some stern c�tadel determ�ned not to y�eld.

“Look out! here they come!” shouted the l�eutenant.
A s�multaneous d�scharge from the att�c and the f�rst floor la�d low

three of the Bavar�ans, who had come forward hugg�ng the walls.
The rema�nder of the body fell back and posted themselves under
cover wherever the street offered fac�l�t�es, and the s�ege of the
house began; the bullets pelted on the front l�ke rattl�ng ha�l. For
nearly ten m�nutes the fus�llade cont�nued w�thout cessat�on,
damag�ng the stucco, but not do�ng much m�sch�ef otherw�se, unt�l
one of the men whom the l�eutenant had taken w�th h�m to the garret
was so �mprudent as to show h�mself at a w�ndow, when a bullet



struck h�m square �n the forehead, k�ll�ng h�m �nstantly. It was pla�n
that whoever exposed h�mself would do so at per�l of h�s l�fe.

“Doggone �t! there’s one gone!” growled the l�eutenant. “Be careful,
w�ll you; there’s not enough of us that we can afford to let ourselves
be k�lled for the fun of �t!”

He had taken a musket and was f�r�ng away l�ke the rest of them
from beh�nd the protect�on of a shutter, at the same t�me watch�ng
and encourag�ng h�s men. It was Laurent, the gardener’s helper,
however, who more than all the others exc�ted h�s wonder and
adm�rat�on. Kneel�ng on the floor, w�th h�s chassepot peer�ng out of
the narrow aperture of a loophole, he never f�red unt�l absolutely
certa�n of h�s a�m; he even told �n advance where he �ntended h�tt�ng
h�s l�v�ng target.

“That l�ttle off�cer �n blue that you see down there, �n the heart.—
That other fellow, the tall, lean one, between the eyes.—I don’t l�ke
the looks of that fat man w�th the red beard; I th�nk I’ll let h�m have �t
�n the stomach.”

And each t�me h�s man went down as �f struck by l�ghtn�ng, h�t �n
the very spot he had ment�oned, and he cont�nued to f�re at �ntervals,
coolly, w�thout haste, there be�ng no necess�ty for hurry�ng h�mself,
as he remarked, s�nce �t would requ�re too long a t�me to k�ll them all
�n that way.

“Oh! �f I had but my eyes!” We�ss �mpat�ently excla�med. He had
broken h�s spectacles a wh�le before, to h�s great sorrow. He had h�s
double eye-glass st�ll, but the persp�rat�on was roll�ng down h�s face
�n such streams that �t was �mposs�ble to keep �t on h�s nose. H�s
usual calm collectedness was ent�rely lost �n h�s over-master�ng
pass�on; and thus, between h�s defect�ve v�s�on and h�s ag�tated
nerves, many of h�s shots were wasted.

“Don’t hurry so, �t �s only throw�ng away powder,” sa�d Laurent. “Do
you see that man who has lost h�s helmet, over yonder by the
grocer’s shop? Well, now draw a bead on h�m,—carefully, don’t
hurry. That’s f�rst-rate! you have broken h�s paw for h�m and made
h�m dance a j�g �n h�s own blood.”

We�ss, rather pale �n the face, gave a look at the result of h�s
marksmansh�p.



“Put h�m out of h�s m�sery,” he sa�d.
“What, waste a cartr�dge! Not, much. Better save �t for another of

’em.”
The bes�egers could not have fa�led to not�ce the remarkable

pract�ce of the �nv�s�ble sharpshooter �n the att�c. Whoever of them
showed h�mself �n the open was certa�n to rema�n there. They
therefore brought up re-enforcements and placed them �n pos�t�on,
w�th �nstruct�ons to ma�nta�n an unrem�tt�ng f�re upon the roof of the
bu�ld�ng. It was not long before the att�c became untenable; the
slates were perforated as �f they had been t�ssue paper, the bullets
found the�r way to every nook and corner, buzz�ng and humm�ng as �f
the room had been �nvaded by a swarm of angry bees. Death stared
them all �n the face �f they rema�ned there longer.

“We w�ll go downsta�rs,” sa�d the l�eutenant. “We can hold the f�rst
floor for awh�le yet.” But as he was mak�ng for the ladder a bullet
struck h�m �n the gro�n and he fell. “Too late, doggone �t!”

We�ss and Laurent, a�ded by the rema�n�ng sold�ers, carr�ed h�m
below, notw�thstand�ng h�s vehement protests; he told them not to
waste the�r t�me on h�m, h�s t�me had come; he m�ght as well d�e
upsta�rs as down. He was st�ll able to be of serv�ce to them, however,
when they had la�d h�m on a bed �n a room of the f�rst floor, by
adv�s�ng them what was best to do.

“F�re �nto the mass,” he sa�d; “don’t stop to take a�m. They are too
cowardly to r�sk an advance unless they see your f�re beg�n to
slacken.”

And so the s�ege of the l�ttle house went on as �f �t was to last for
etern�ty. Twenty t�mes �t seemed as �f �t must be swept away bod�ly
by the storm of �ron that beat upon �t, and each t�me, as the smoke
dr�fted away, �t was seen am�d the sulphurous blasts, torn, p�erced,
mangled, but erect and menac�ng, sp�tt�ng f�re and lead w�th
und�m�n�shed venom from each one of �ts or�f�ces. The assa�lants,
fur�ous that they should be deta�ned for such length of t�me and lose
so many men before such a hovel, yelled and f�red w�ldly �n the
d�stance, but had not courage to attempt to carry the lower floor by a
rush.

“Look out!” shouted the corporal, “there �s a shutter about to fall!”



The concentrated f�re had torn one of the �ns�de bl�nds from �ts
h�nges, but We�ss darted forward and pushed a wardrobe before the
w�ndow, and Laurent was enabled to cont�nue h�s operat�ons under
cover. One of the sold�ers was ly�ng at h�s feet w�th h�s jaw broken,
los�ng blood freely. Another rece�ved a bullet �n h�s chest, and
dragged h�mself over to the wall, where he lay gasp�ng �n protracted
agony, wh�le convuls�ve movements shook h�s frame at �ntervals.
They were but e�ght, now, all told, not count�ng the l�eutenant, who,
too weak to speak, h�s back supported by the headboard of the bed,
cont�nued to g�ve h�s d�rect�ons by s�gns. As had been the case w�th
the att�c, the three rooms of the f�rst floor were beg�nn�ng to be
untenable, for the mangled mattresses no longer afforded protect�on
aga�nst the m�ss�les; at every �nstant the plaster fell �n sheets from
the walls and ce�l�ng, and the furn�ture was �n process of demol�t�on:
the s�des of the wardrobe yawned as �f they had been cloven by an
ax. And worse st�ll, the ammun�t�on was nearly exhausted.

“It’s too bad!” grumbled Laurent; “just when everyth�ng was go�ng
so beaut�fully!”

But suddenly We�ss was struck w�th an �dea.
“Wa�t!”
He had thought of the dead sold�er up �n the garret above, and

cl�mbed up the ladder to search for the cartr�dges he must have
about h�m. A w�de space of the roof had been crushed �n; he saw the
blue sky, a patch of br�ght, wholesome l�ght that made h�m start. Not
w�sh�ng to be k�lled, he crawled over the floor on h�s hands and
knees, then, when he had the cartr�dges �n h�s possess�on, some
th�rty of them, he made haste down aga�n as fast h�s legs could carry
h�m.

Downsta�rs, as he was shar�ng h�s newly acqu�red treasure w�th
the gardener’s lad, a sold�er uttered a p�erc�ng cry and sank to h�s
knees. They were but seven; and presently they were but s�x, a
bullet hav�ng entered the corporal’s head at the eye and lodged �n
the bra�n.

From that t�me on, We�ss had no d�st�nct consc�ousness of what
was go�ng on around h�m; he and the f�ve others cont�nued to blaze
away l�ke lunat�cs, expend�ng the�r cartr�dges, w�th not the fa�ntest



�dea �n the�r heads that there could be such a th�ng as surrender. In
the three small rooms the floor was strewn w�th fragments of the
broken furn�ture. Ingress and egress were barred by the corpses that
lay before the doors; �n one corner a wounded man kept up a p�t�ful
wa�l that was fr�ghtful to hear. Every �nch of the floor was sl�ppery
w�th blood; a th�n stream of blood from the att�c was crawl�ng laz�ly
down the sta�rs. And the a�r was scarce resp�rable, an a�r th�ck and
hot w�th sulphurous fumes, heavy w�th smoke, f�lled w�th an acr�d,
nauseat�ng dust; a darkness dense as that of n�ght, through wh�ch
darted the red flame-tongues of the musketry.

“By God’s thunder!” cr�ed We�ss, “they are br�ng�ng up art�llery!”
It was true. Despa�r�ng of ever reduc�ng that handful of madmen,

who had consumed so much of the�r t�me, the Bavar�ans had run up
a gun to the corner of the Place de l’Égl�se, and were putt�ng �t �nto
pos�t�on; perhaps they would be allowed to pass when they should
have knocked the house to p�eces w�th the�r sol�d shot. And the
honor there was to them �n the proceed�ng, the gun tra�ned on them
down there �n the square, exc�ted the b�tter merr�ment of the
bes�eged; the utmost �ntens�ty of scorn was �n the�r g�bes. Ah! the
cowardly bougres, w�th the�r art�llery! Kneel�ng �n h�s old place st�ll,
Laurent carefully adjusted h�s a�m and each t�me p�cked off a gunner,
so that the serv�ce of the p�ece became �mposs�ble, and �t was f�ve or
s�x m�nutes before they f�red the�r f�rst shot. It ranged h�gh, moreover,
and only cl�pped away a b�t of the roof.

But the end was now at hand. It was all �n va�n that they searched
the dead men’s belts; there was not a s�ngle cartr�dge left. W�th
vac�llat�ng steps and haggard faces the s�x groped around the room,
seek�ng what heavy objects they m�ght f�nd to hurl from the w�ndows
upon the�r enem�es. One of them showed h�mself at the casement,
voc�ferat�ng �nsults, and shak�ng h�s f�st; �nstantly he was p�erced by
a dozen bullets; and there rema�ned but f�ve. What were they to do?
go down and endeavor to make the�r escape by way of the garden
and the meadows? The quest�on was never answered, for at that
moment a tumult arose below, a fur�ous mob came tumbl�ng up the
sta�rs: �t was the Bavar�ans, who had at last thought of turn�ng the
pos�t�on by break�ng down the back door and enter�ng the house by



that way. For a br�ef moment a terr�ble hand-to-hand confl�ct raged �n
the small rooms among the dead bod�es and the debr�s of the
furn�ture. One of the sold�ers had h�s chest transf�xed by a bayonet
thrust, the two others were made pr�soners, wh�le the att�tude of the
l�eutenant, who had g�ven up the ghost, was that of one about to g�ve
an order, h�s mouth open, h�s arm ra�sed aloft.

Wh�le these th�ngs were occurr�ng an off�cer, a b�g, flaxen-ha�red
man, carry�ng a revolver �n h�s hand, whose bloodshot eyes seemed
burst�ng from the�r sockets, had caught s�ght of We�ss and Laurent,
both �n the�r c�v�l�an att�re; he roared at them �n French:

“Who are you, you fellows? and what are you do�ng here?”
Then, glanc�ng at the�r faces, black w�th powder-sta�ns, he saw

how matters stood, he heaped �nsult and abuse on them �n guttural
German, �n a vo�ce that shook w�th anger. Already he had ra�sed h�s
revolver and was about to send a bullet �nto the�r heads, when the
sold�ers of h�s command rushed �n, se�zed Laurent and We�ss, and
hustled them out to the sta�rcase. The two men were borne along
l�ke straws upon a m�ll-race am�dst that seeth�ng human torrent,
under whose pressure they were hurled from out the door and sent
stagger�ng, stumbl�ng across the street to the oppos�te wall am�d a
chorus of execrat�on that drowned the sound of the�r off�cers’ vo�ces.
Then, for a space of two or three m�nutes, wh�le the b�g fa�r-ha�red
off�cer was endeavor�ng to extr�cate them �n order to proceed w�th
the�r execut�on, an opportun�ty was afforded them to ra�se
themselves erect and look about them.

Other houses had taken f�re; Baze�lles was now a roar�ng, blaz�ng
furnace. Flames had begun to appear at the tall w�ndows of the
church and were creep�ng upward toward the roof. Some sold�ers
who were dr�v�ng a venerable lady from her home had compelled her
to furn�sh the matches w�th wh�ch to f�re her own beds and curta�ns.
L�ghted by blaz�ng brands and fed by petroleum �n floods, f�res were
r�s�ng and spread�ng �n every quarter; �t was no longer c�v�l�zed
warfare, but a confl�ct of savages, maddened by the long protracted
str�fe, wreak�ng vengeance for the�r dead, the�r heaps of dead, upon
whom they trod at every step they took. Yell�ng, shout�ng bands
traversed the streets am�d the scurry�ng smoke and fall�ng c�nders,



swell�ng the h�deous uproar �nto wh�ch entered sounds of every k�nd:
shr�eks, groans, the rattle of musketry, the crash of fall�ng walls. Men
could scarce see one another; great l�v�d clouds dr�fted athwart the
sun and obscured h�s l�ght, bear�ng w�th them an �ntolerable stench
of soot and blood, heavy w�th the abom�nat�ons of the slaughter. In
every quarter the work of death and destruct�on st�ll went on: the
human brute uncha�ned, the �mbec�le wrath, the mad fury, of man
devour�ng h�s brother man.

And We�ss beheld h�s house burn before h�s eyes. Some sold�ers
had appl�ed the torch, others fed the flame by throw�ng upon �t the
fragments of the wrecked furn�ture. The rez-de-chaussée was
qu�ckly �n a blaze, the smoke poured �n dense black volumes from
the wounds �n the front and roof. But now the dyehouse adjo�n�ng
was also on f�re, and horr�ble to relate, the vo�ce of l�ttle Charles,
ly�ng on h�s bed del�r�ous w�th fever, could be heard through the
crackl�ng of the flames, beseech�ng h�s mother to br�ng h�m a
draught of water, wh�le the sk�rts of the wretched woman who, w�th
her d�sf�gured face, lay across the door-s�ll, were even then
beg�nn�ng to k�ndle.

“Mamma, mamma, I am th�rsty! Mamma, br�ng me a dr�nk of water
—”

The weak, fa�nt vo�ce was drowned �n the roar of the conflagrat�on;
the cheer�ng of the v�ctors rose on the a�r �n the d�stance.

But r�s�ng above all other sounds, dom�nat�ng the un�versal clamor,
a terr�ble cry was heard. It was Henr�ette, who had reached the place
at last, and now beheld her husband, backed up aga�nst the wall,
fac�ng a platoon of men who were load�ng the�r muskets.

She flew to h�m and threw her arms about h�s neck.
“My God! what �s �t! They cannot be go�ng to k�ll you!”
We�ss looked at her w�th stup�d, unsee�ng eyes. She! h�s w�fe, so

long the object of h�s des�re, so fondly �dol�zed! A great shudder
passed through h�s frame and he awoke to consc�ousness of h�s
s�tuat�on. What had he done? why had he rema�ned there, f�r�ng at
the enemy, �nstead of return�ng to her s�de, as he had prom�sed he
would do? It all flashed upon h�m now, as the darkness �s �llum�nated
by the l�ghtn�ng’s glare: he had wrecked the�r happ�ness, they were



to be parted, forever parted. Then he not�ced the blood upon her
forehead.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. “You were mad to come—”
She �nterrupted h�m w�th an �mpat�ent gesture.
“Never m�nd me; �t �s a mere scratch. But you, you! why are you

here? They shall not k�ll you; I w�ll not suffer �t!”
The off�cer, who was endeavor�ng to clear the road �n order to g�ve

the f�r�ng party the requ�s�te room, came up on hear�ng the sound of
vo�ces, and behold�ng a woman w�th her arms about the neck of one
of h�s pr�soners, excla�med loudly �n French:

“Come, come, none of th�s nonsense here! Whence come you?
What �s your bus�ness here?”

“G�ve me my husband.”
“What, �s he your husband, that man? H�s sentence �s

pronounced; the law must take �ts course.”
“G�ve me my husband.”
“Come, be rat�onal. Stand as�de; we do not w�sh to harm you.”
“G�ve me my husband.”
Perce�v�ng the fut�l�ty of argu�ng w�th her, the off�cer was about to

g�ve orders to remove her forc�bly from the doomed man’s arms
when Laurent, who unt�l then had ma�nta�ned an �mpass�ve s�lence,
ventured to �nterfere.

“See here, Capta�n, I am the man who k�lled so many of your men;
go ahead and shoot me—that w�ll be all r�ght, espec�ally as I have
ne�ther ch�ck nor ch�ld �n all the world. But th�s gentleman’s case �s
d�fferent; he �s a marr�ed man, don’t you see. Come, now, let h�m go;
then you can settle my bus�ness as soon as you choose.”

Bes�de h�mself w�th anger, the capta�n screamed:
“What �s all th�s l�ngo? Are you try�ng to make game of me? Come,

step out here, some one of you fellows, and take away th�s woman!”
He had to repeat h�s order �n German, whereon a sold�er came

forward from the ranks, a short stocky Bavar�an, w�th an enormous
head surrounded by a br�stl�ng forest of red ha�r and beard, beneath
wh�ch all that was to be seen were a pa�r of b�g blue eyes and a



mass�ve nose. He was besmeared w�th blood, a h�deous spectacle,
l�ke noth�ng so much as some f�erce, ha�ry den�zen of the woods,
emerg�ng from h�s cavern and l�ck�ng h�s chops, st�ll red w�th the gore
of the v�ct�ms whose bones he has been crunch�ng.

W�th a heart-rend�ng cry Henr�ette repeated:
“G�ve me my husband, or let me d�e w�th h�m.”
Th�s seemed to cause the cup of the off�cer’s exasperat�on to

overrun; he thumped h�mself v�olently on the chest, declar�ng that he
was no execut�oner, that he would rather d�e than harm a ha�r of an
�nnocent head. There was noth�ng aga�nst her; he would cut off h�s
r�ght hand rather than do her an �njury. And then he repeated h�s
order that she be taken away.

As the Bavar�an came up to carry out h�s �nstruct�ons Henr�ette
t�ghtened her clasp on We�ss’s neck, throw�ng all her strength �nto
her frant�c embrace.

“Oh, my love! Keep me w�th you, I beseech you; let me d�e w�th
you—”

B�g tears were roll�ng down h�s cheeks as, w�thout answer�ng, he
endeavored to loosen the convuls�ve clasp of the f�ngers of the poor
creature he loved so dearly.

“You love me no longer, then, that you w�sh to d�e w�thout me.
Hold me, keep me, do not let them take me. They w�ll weary at last,
and w�ll k�ll us together.”

He had loosened one of the l�ttle hands, and carr�ed �t to h�s l�ps
and k�ssed �t, work�ng all the wh�le to make the other release �ts hold.

“No, no, �t shall not be! I w�ll not leave thy bosom; they shall p�erce
my heart before reach�ng th�ne. I w�ll not surv�ve—”

But at last, after a long struggle, he held both the hands �n h�s.
Then he broke the s�lence that he had ma�nta�ned unt�l then, utter�ng
one s�ngle word:

“Farewell, dear w�fe.”
And w�th h�s own hands he placed her �n the arms of the Bavar�an,

who carr�ed her away. She shr�eked and struggled, wh�le the sold�er,
probably w�th �ntent to soothe her, kept pour�ng �n her ear an



un�nterrupted stream of words �n unmelod�ous German. And, hav�ng
freed her head, look�ng over the shoulder of the man, she beheld the
end.

It lasted not f�ve seconds. We�ss, whose eye-glass had sl�pped
from �ts pos�t�on �n the ag�tat�on of the�r part�ng, qu�ckly replaced �t
upon h�s nose, as �f des�rous to look death �n the face. He stepped
back and placed h�mself aga�nst the wall, and the face of the self-
conta�ned, strong young man, as he stood there �n h�s tattered coat,
was subl�mely beaut�ful �n �ts express�on of tranqu�l courage. Laurent,
who stood bes�de h�m, had thrust h�s hands deep down �nto h�s
pockets. The cold cruelty of the proceed�ng d�sgusted h�m; �t seemed
to h�m that they could not be far removed from savagery who could
thus slaughter men before the eyes of the�r w�ves. He drew h�mself
up, looked them square �n the face, and �n a tone of deepest
contempt expectorated:

“D�rty p�gs!”
The off�cer ra�sed h�s sword; the s�gnal was succeeded by a

crash�ng volley, and the two men sank to the ground, an �nert mass,
the gardener’s lad upon h�s face, the other, the accountant, upon h�s
s�de, lengthw�se of the wall. The frame of the latter, before he
exp�red, contracted �n a supreme convuls�on, the eyel�ds qu�vered,
the mouth opened as �f he was about to speak. The off�cer came up
and st�rred h�m w�th h�s foot, to make sure that he was really dead.

Henr�ette had seen the whole: the fad�ng eyes that sought her �n
death, the last struggle of the strong man �n agony, the brutal boot
spurn�ng the corpse. And wh�le the Bavar�an st�ll held her �n h�s
arms, convey�ng her further and further from the object of her love,
she uttered no cry; she set her teeth, �n s�lent fury, �nto what was
nearest: a human hand, �t chanced to be. The sold�er gave vent to a
howl of angu�sh and dashed her to the ground; ra�s�ng h�s un�njured
f�st above her head he was on the po�nt of bra�n�ng her. And for a
moment the�r faces were �n contact; she exper�enced a feel�ng of
�ntensest loath�ng for the monster, and that blood-sta�ned ha�r and
beard, those blue eyes, d�lated and br�mm�ng w�th hate and rage,
were dest�ned to rema�n forever �ndel�bly �mpr�nted on her memory.



In after days Henr�ette could never account d�st�nctly to herself for
the t�me �mmed�ately succeed�ng these events. She had but one
des�re: to return to the spot where her loved one had d�ed, take
possess�on of h�s rema�ns, and watch and weep over them; but, as
�n an ev�l dream, obstacles of every sort arose before her and barred
the way. F�rst a heavy �nfantry f�re broke out afresh, and there was
great act�v�ty among the German troops who were hold�ng Baze�lles;
�t was due to the arr�val of the �nfanter�e de mar�ne and other
reg�ments that had been despatched from Balan to rega�n
possess�on of the v�llage, and the battle commenced to rage aga�n
w�th the utmost fury. The young woman, �n company w�th a band of
terr�f�ed c�t�zens, was swept away to the left �nto a dark alley. The
result of the confl�ct could not rema�n long doubtful, however; �t was
too late to reconquer the abandoned pos�t�ons. For near half an hour
the �nfantry struggled aga�nst super�or numbers and faced death w�th
splend�d bravery, but the enemy’s strength was constantly
�ncreas�ng, the�r re-enforcements were pour�ng �n from every
d�rect�on, the roads, the meadows, the park of Mont�v�ll�ers; no force
at our command could have d�slodged them from the pos�t�on, so
dearly bought, where they had left thousands of the�r bravest.
Destruct�on and devastat�on now had done the�r work; the place was
a shambles, d�sgraceful to human�ty, where mangled forms lay
scattered among smok�ng ru�ns, and poor Baze�lles, hav�ng dra�ned
the b�tter cup, went up at last �n smoke and flame.

Henr�ette turned and gave one last look at her l�ttle house, whose
floors fell �n even as she gazed, send�ng myr�ads of l�ttle sparks
wh�rl�ng gayly upward on the a�r. And there, before her, prone at the
wall’s foot, she saw her husband’s corpse, and �n her despa�r and
gr�ef would fa�n have returned to h�m, but just then another crowd
came up and surged around her, the bugles were sound�ng the
s�gnal to ret�re, she was borne away, she knew not how, among the
retreat�ng troops. Her faculty of self-gu�dance left her; she was as a
b�t of flotsam swept onward by the eddy�ng human t�de that streamed
along the way. And that was all she could remember unt�l she
became herself aga�n and found she was at Balan, among strangers,
her head recl�ned upon a table �n a k�tchen, weep�ng.



V.

It was nearly ten o’clock up on the Plateau de l’Algér�e, and st�ll
the men of Beaudo�n’s company were rest�ng sup�ne, among the
cabbages, �n the f�eld whence they had not budged s�nce early
morn�ng. The cross f�re from the batter�es on Hattoy and the
pen�nsula of Iges was hotter than ever; �t had just k�lled two more of
the�r number, and there were no orders for them to advance. Were
they to stay there and be shelled all day, w�thout a chance to see
anyth�ng of the f�ght�ng?

They were even den�ed the rel�ef of d�scharg�ng the�r chassepots.
Capta�n Beaudo�n had at last put h�s foot down and stopped the
f�r�ng, that senseless fus�llade aga�nst the l�ttle wood �n front of them,
wh�ch seemed ent�rely deserted by the Pruss�ans. The heat was
st�fl�ng; �t seemed to them that they should roast, stretched there on
the ground under the blaz�ng sky.

Jean was alarmed, on turn�ng to look at Maur�ce, to see that he
had decl�ned h�s head and was ly�ng, w�th closed eyes, apparently
�nan�mate, h�s cheek aga�nst the bare earth. He was very pale, there
was no s�gn of l�fe �n h�s face.

“Hallo there! what’s the matter?”
But Maur�ce was only sleep�ng. The mental stra�n, conjo�ntly w�th

h�s fat�gue, had been too much for h�m, �n sp�te of the dangers that
menaced them at every moment. He awoke w�th a start and stared
about h�m, and the peace that slumber had left �n h�s w�de-d�lated
eyes was �mmed�ately supplanted by a look of startled affr�ght as �t
dawned on h�m where he was. He had not the remotest �dea how
long he had slept; all he knew was that the state from wh�ch he had
been recalled to the horrors of the battlef�eld was one of blessed
obl�v�on and tranqu�ll�ty.



“Hallo! that’s funny; I must have been asleep!” he murmured. “Ah!
�t has done me good.”

It was true that he suffered less from that pressure about h�s
temples and at h�s heart, that horr�ble constr�ct�on that seems as �f �t
would crush one’s bones. He chaffed Lapoulle, who had man�fested
much uneas�ness s�nce the d�sappearance of Chouteau and Loubet
and spoke of go�ng to look for them. A cap�tal �dea! so he m�ght get
away and h�de beh�nd a tree, and smoke a p�pe! Pache thought that
the surgeons had deta�ned them at the ambulance, where there was
a scarc�ty of s�ck-bearers. That was a job that he had no great fancy
for, to go around under f�re and collect the wounded! And haunted by
a l�nger�ng superst�t�on of the country where he was born, he added
that �t was unlucky to touch a corpse; �t brought death.

“Shut up, confound you!” roared L�eutenant Rochas. “Who �s go�ng
to d�e?”

Colonel de V�neu�l, s�tt�ng h�s tall horse, turned h�s head and gave
a sm�le, the f�rst that had been seen on h�s face that morn�ng. Then
he resumed h�s statue-l�ke att�tude, wa�t�ng for orders as �mpass�vely
as ever under the tumbl�ng shells.

Maur�ce’s attent�on was attracted to the s�ck-bearers, whose
movements he watched w�th �nterest as they searched for wounded
men among the depress�ons of the ground. At the end of a sunken
road, and protected by a low r�dge not far from the�r pos�t�on, a fly�ng
ambulance of f�rst a�d had been establ�shed, and �ts em�ssar�es had
begun to explore the plateau. A tent was qu�ckly erected, wh�le from
the hosp�tal van the attendants extracted the necessary suppl�es;
compresses, bandages, l�nen, and the few �nd�spensable
�nstruments requ�red for the hasty dress�ngs they gave before
d�spatch�ng the pat�ents to Sedan, wh�ch they d�d as rap�dly as they
could secure wagons, the supply of wh�ch was l�m�ted. There was an
ass�stant surgeon �n charge, w�th two subord�nates of �nfer�or rank
under h�m. In all the army none showed more gallantry and rece�ved
less acknowledgment than the l�tter-bearers. They could be seen all
over the f�eld �n the�r gray un�form, w�th the d�st�nct�ve red badge on
the�r cap and on the�r arm, courageously r�sk�ng the�r l�ves and
unhurr�edly push�ng forward through the th�ckest of the f�re to the



spots where men had been seen to fall. At t�mes they would creep
on hands and knees: would always take advantage of a hedge or
d�tch, or any shelter that was afforded by the conformat�on of the
ground, never expos�ng themselves unnecessar�ly out of bravado.
When at last they reached the fallen men the�r pa�nful task
commenced, wh�ch was made more d�ff�cult and protracted by the
fact that many of the subjects had fa�nted, and �t was hard to tell
whether they were al�ve or dead. Some lay face downward w�th the�r
mouths �n a pool of blood, �n danger of suffocat�ng, others had b�tten
the ground unt�l the�r throats were choked w�th dry earth, others,
where a shell had fallen among a group, were a confused,
�ntertw�ned heap of mangled l�mbs and crushed trunks. W�th �nf�n�te
care and pat�ence the bearers would go through the tangled mass,
separat�ng the l�v�ng from the dead, arrang�ng the�r l�mbs and ra�s�ng
the head to g�ve them a�r, cleans�ng the face as well as they could
w�th the means at the�r command. Each of them carr�ed a bucket of
cool water, wh�ch he had to use very sav�ngly. And Maur�ce could
see them thus engaged, often for m�nutes at a t�me, kneel�ng by
some man whom they were try�ng to resusc�tate, wa�t�ng for h�m to
show some s�gn of l�fe.

He watched one of them, some f�fty yards away to the left, work�ng
over the wound of a l�ttle sold�er from the sleeve of whose tun�c a
th�n stream of blood was tr�ckl�ng, drop by drop. The man of the red
cross d�scovered the source of the hemorrhage and f�nally checked �t
by compress�ng the artery. In urgent cases, l�ke that of the l�ttle
sold�er, they rendered these part�al attent�ons, locat�ng fractures,
bandag�ng and �mmob�l�z�ng the l�mbs so as to reduce the danger of
transportat�on. And the transportat�on, even, was an affa�r that called
for a great deal of judgment and �ngenu�ty; they ass�sted those who
could walk, and carr�ed others, e�ther �n the�r arms, l�ke l�ttle ch�ldren,
or p�ckaback when the nature of the hurt allowed �t; at other t�mes
they un�ted �n groups of two, three, or four, accord�ng to the
requ�rements of the case, and made a cha�r by jo�n�ng the�r hands, or
carr�ed the pat�ent off by h�s legs and shoulders �n a recumbent
posture. In add�t�on to the stretchers prov�ded by the med�cal
department there were all sorts of temporary makesh�fts, such as the
stretchers �mprov�sed from knapsack straps and a couple of



muskets. And �n every d�rect�on on the unsheltered, shell-swept pla�n
they could be seen, s�ngly or �n groups, hasten�ng w�th the�r d�smal
loads to the rear, the�r heads bowed and p�ck�ng the�r steps, an
adm�rable spectacle of prudent hero�sm.

Maur�ce saw a pa�r on h�s r�ght, a th�n, puny l�ttle fellow lugg�ng a
burly sergeant, w�th both legs broken, suspended from h�s neck; the
s�ght rem�nded the young man of an ant, to�l�ng under a burden
many t�mes larger than �tself; and even as he watched them a shell
burst d�rectly �n the�r path and they were lost to v�ew. When the
smoke cleared away the sergeant was seen ly�ng on h�s back,
hav�ng rece�ved no further �njury, wh�le the bearer lay bes�de h�m,
d�semboweled. And another came up, another to�l�ng ant, who, when
he had turned h�s dead comrade on h�s back and exam�ned h�m,
took the sergeant up and made off w�th h�s load.

It gave Maur�ce a chance to read Lapoulle a lesson.
“I say, �f you l�ke the bus�ness, why don’t you go and g�ve that man

a l�ft!”
For some l�ttle t�me the batter�es at Sa�nt-Menges had been

thunder�ng as �f determ�ned to surpass all prev�ous efforts, and
Capta�n Beaudo�n, who was st�ll tramp�ng nervously up and down
before h�s company l�ne, at last stepped up to the colonel. It was a
p�ty, he sa�d, to waste the men’s morale �n that way and keep the�r
m�nds on the stretch for hours and hours.

“I can’t help �t; I have no orders,” the colonel sto�cally repl�ed.
They had another gl�mpse of General Douay as he flew by at a

gallop, followed by h�s staff. He had just had an �nterv�ew w�th
General de W�mpffen, who had r�dden up to entreat h�m to hold h�s
ground, wh�ch he thought he could prom�se to do, but only so long as
the Calvary of Illy, on h�s r�ght, held out; Illy once taken, he would be
respons�ble for noth�ng; the�r defeat would be �nev�table. General de
W�mpffen averred that the 1st corps would look out for the pos�t�on at
Illy, and �ndeed a reg�ment of zouaves was presently seen to occupy
the Calvary, so that General Douay, h�s anx�ety be�ng rel�eved on
that score, sent Dumont’s d�v�s�on to the ass�stance of the 12th
corps, wh�ch was then be�ng hard pushed. Scarcely f�fteen m�nutes
later, however, as he was return�ng from the left, wh�ther he had



r�dden to see how affa�rs were look�ng, he was surpr�sed, ra�s�ng h�s
eyes to the Calvary, to see �t was unoccup�ed; there was not a
zouave to be seen there, they had abandoned the plateau that was
no longer tenable by reason of the terr�f�c f�re from the batter�es at
Fle�gneux. W�th a despa�r�ng present�ment of �mpend�ng d�saster he
was spurr�ng as fast as he could to the r�ght, when he encountered
Dumont’s d�v�s�on, fly�ng �n d�sorder, broken and tangled �n
�nextr�cable confus�on w�th the debr�s of the 1st corps. The latter,
wh�ch, after �ts retrograde movement, had never been able to rega�n
possess�on of the posts �t had occup�ed �n the morn�ng, leav�ng
Da�gny �n the hands of the XIIth Saxon corps and G�vonne to the
Pruss�an Guards, had been compelled to retreat �n a northerly
d�rect�on across the wood of Garenne, harassed by the batter�es that
the enemy had posted on every summ�t from one end of the valley to
the other. The terr�ble c�rcle of f�re and flame was contract�ng; a
port�on of the Guards had cont�nued the�r march on Illy, mov�ng from
east to west and turn�ng the em�nences, wh�le from west to east, �n
the rear of the XIth corps, now masters of Sa�nt-Menges, the Vth,
mov�ng stead�ly onward, had passed Fle�gneux and w�th �nsolent
temer�ty was constantly push�ng �ts batter�es more and more to the
front, and so contemptuous were they of the �gnorance and
�mpotence of the French that they d�d not even wa�t for the �nfantry to
come up to support the�r guns. It was m�dday; the ent�re hor�zon was
aflame, concentrat�ng �ts destruct�ve f�re on the 7th and 1st corps.

Then General Douay, wh�le the German art�llery was thus
prepar�ng the way for the dec�s�ve movement that should make them
masters of the Calvary, resolved to make one last desperate attempt
to rega�n possess�on of the h�ll. He d�spatched h�s orders, and
throw�ng h�mself �n person among the fug�t�ves of Dumont’s d�v�s�on,
succeeded �n form�ng a column wh�ch he sent forward to the plateau.
It held �ts ground for a few m�nutes, but the bullets wh�stled so th�ck,
the naked, treeless f�elds were swept by such a tornado of shot and
shell, that �t was not long before the pan�c broke out afresh,
sweep�ng the men adown the slopes, roll�ng them up as straws are
wh�rled before the w�nd. And the general, unw�ll�ng to abandon h�s
project, ordered up other reg�ments.



A staff off�cer galloped by, shout�ng to Colonel de V�neu�l as he
passed an order that was lost �n the un�versal uproar. Hear�ng, the
colonel was erect �n h�s st�rrups �n an �nstant, h�s face aglow w�th the
gladness of battle, and po�nt�ng to the Calvary w�th a grand
movement of h�s sword:

“Our turn has come at last, boys!” he shouted. “Forward!”
A thr�ll of enthus�asm ran through the ranks at the br�ef address,

and the reg�ment put �tself �n mot�on. Beaudo�n’s company was
among the f�rst to get on �ts feet, wh�ch �t d�d to the accompan�ment
of much good-natured chaff, the men declar�ng they were so rusty
they could not move; the gravel must have penetrated the�r jo�nts.
The f�re was so hot, however, that by the t�me they had advanced a
few feet they were glad to ava�l themselves of the protect�on of a
shelter trench that lay �n the�r path, along wh�ch they crept �n an
und�gn�f�ed posture, bent almost double.

“Now, young fellow, look out for yourself!” Jean sa�d to Maur�ce;
“we’re �n for �t. Don’t let ’em see so much as the end of your nose, for
�f you do they w�ll surely sn�p �t off, and keep a sharp lookout for your
legs and arms unless you have more than you care to keep. Those
who come out of th�s w�th a whole sk�n w�ll be lucky.”

Maur�ce d�d not hear h�m very d�st�nctly; the words were lost �n the
all-pervad�ng clamor that buzzed and hummed �n the young man’s
ears. He could not have told now whether he was afra�d or not; he
went forward because the others d�d, borne along w�th them �n the�r
headlong rush, w�thout d�st�nct vol�t�on of h�s own; h�s sole des�re
was to have the affa�r ended as soon as poss�ble. So true was �t that
he was a mere drop �n the on-pour�ng torrent that when the lead�ng
f�les came to the end of the trench and began to waver at the
prospect of cl�mb�ng the exposed slope that lay before them, he
�mmed�ately felt h�mself se�zed by a sensat�on of pan�c, and was
ready to turn and fly. It was s�mply an uncontrollable �nst�nct, a revolt
of the muscles, obed�ent to every pass�ng breath.

Some of the men had already faced about when the colonel came
hurry�ng up.

“Steady there, my ch�ldren. You won’t cause me th�s great sorrow;
you won’t behave l�ke cowards. Remember, the 106th has never



turned �ts back upon the enemy; w�ll you be the f�rst to d�sgrace our
flag?”

And he spurred h�s charger across the path of the fug�t�ves,
address�ng them �nd�v�dually, speak�ng to them, of the�r country, �n a
vo�ce that trembled w�th emot�on.

L�eutenant Rochas was so moved by h�s words that he gave way
to an ungovernable f�t of anger, ra�s�ng h�s sword and belabor�ng the
men w�th the flat as �f �t had been a club.

“You d�rty loafers, I’ll see whether you w�ll go up there or not! I’ll
k�ck you up! About face! and I’ll break the jaw of the f�rst man that
refuses to obey!”

But such an extreme measure as k�ck�ng a reg�ment �nto act�on
was repugnant to the colonel.

“No, no, l�eutenant; they w�ll follow me. Won’t you, my ch�ldren?
You won’t let your old colonel f�ght �t out alone w�th the Pruss�ans! Up
there l�es the way; forward!”

He turned h�s horse and left the trench, and they d�d all follow, to a
man, for he would have been cons�dered the lowest of the low who
could have abandoned the�r leader after that brave, k�nd speech. He
was the only one, however, who, wh�le cross�ng the open f�elds,
erect on h�s tall horse, was cool and unconcerned; the men
scattered, advanc�ng �n open order and ava�l�ng themselves of every
shelter afforded by the ground. The land sloped upward; there were
fully f�ve hundred yards of stubble and beet f�elds between them and
the Calvary, and �n place of the correctly al�gned columns that the
spectator sees advanc�ng when a charge �s ordered �n f�eld
maneuvers, all that was to be seen was a loose array of men w�th
rounded backs, s�ngly or �n small groups, hugg�ng the ground, now
crawl�ng war�ly a l�ttle way on hands and knees, now dash�ng forward
for the next cover, l�ke huge �nsects f�ght�ng the�r way upward to the
crest by d�nt of ag�l�ty and address. The enemy’s batter�es seemed to
have become aware of the movement; the�r f�re was so rap�d that the
reports of the guns were blended �n one cont�nuous roar. F�ve men
were k�lled, a l�eutenant was cut �n two.

Maur�ce and Jean had cons�dered themselves fortunate that the�r
way led along a hedge beh�nd wh�ch they could push forward



unseen, but the man �mmed�ately �n front of them was shot through
the temples and fell back dead �n the�r arms; they had to cast h�m
down at one s�de. By th�s t�me, however, the casualt�es had ceased
to exc�te attent�on; they were too numerous. A man went by, utter�ng
fr�ghtful shr�eks and press�ng h�s hands upon h�s protrud�ng entra�ls;
they beheld a horse dragg�ng h�mself along w�th both th�ghs broken,
and these angu�sh�ng s�ghts, these horrors of the battlef�eld, affected
them no longer. They were suffer�ng from the �ntolerable heat, the
noonday sun that beat upon the�r backs and burned l�ke hot coals.

“How th�rsty I am!” Maur�ce murmured. “My throat �s l�ke an ash
barrel. Don’t you not�ce that smell of someth�ng scorch�ng, a smell
l�ke burn�ng woolen?”

Jean nodded. “It was just the same at Solfer�no; perhaps �t �s the
smell that always goes w�th war. But hold, I have a l�ttle brandy left;
we’ll have a sup.”

And they paused beh�nd the hedge a moment and ra�sed the flask
to the�r l�ps, but the brandy, �nstead of rel�ev�ng the�r th�rst, burned
the�r stomach. It �rr�tated them, that nasty taste of burnt rags �n the�r
mouths. Moreover they perce�ved that the�r strength was
commenc�ng to fa�l for want of sustenance and would have l�ked to
take a b�te from the half loaf that Maur�ce had �n h�s knapsack, but �t
would not do to stop and breakfast there under f�re, and then they
had to keep up w�th the�r comrades. There was a steady stream of
men com�ng up beh�nd them along the hedge who pressed them
forward, and so, doggedly bend�ng the�r backs to the task before
them, they resumed the�r course. Presently they made the�r f�nal
rush and reached the crest. They were on the plateau, at the very
foot of the Calvary, the old weather-beaten cross that stood between
two stunted l�ndens.

“Good for our s�de!” excla�med Jean; “here we are! But the next
th�ng �s to rema�n here!”

He was r�ght; �t was not the pleasantest place �n the world to be �n,
as Lapoulle remarked �n a doleful tone that exc�ted the laughter of
the company. They all lay down aga�n, �n a f�eld of stubble, and for all
that three men were k�lled �n qu�ck success�on. It was pandemon�um
let loose up there on the he�ghts; the project�les from Sa�nt-Menges,



Fle�gneux, and G�vonne fell �n such numbers that the ground fa�rly
seemed to smoke, as �t does at t�mes under a heavy shower of ra�n.
It was clear that the pos�t�on could not be ma�nta�ned unless art�llery
was d�spatched at once to the support of the troops who had been
sent on such a hopeless undertak�ng. General Douay, �t was sa�d,
had g�ven �nstruct�ons to br�ng up two batter�es of the reserve
art�llery, and the men were every moment turn�ng the�r heads,
watch�ng anx�ously for the guns that d�d not come.

“It �s absurd, r�d�culous!” declared Beaudo�n, who was aga�n
f�dget�ng up and down before the company. “Who ever heard of
plac�ng a reg�ment �n the a�r l�ke th�s and g�v�ng �t no support!” Then,
observ�ng a sl�ght depress�on on the�r left, he turned to Rochas:
“Don’t you th�nk, L�eutenant, that the company would be safer
there?”

Rochas stood stock st�ll and shrugged h�s shoulders. “It �s s�x of
one and half a dozen of the other, Capta�n. My op�n�on �s that we w�ll
do better to stay where we are.”

Then the capta�n, whose pr�nc�ples were opposed to swear�ng,
forgot h�mself.

“But, good God! there won’t a man of us escape! We can’t allow
the men to be murdered l�ke th�s!”

And he determ�ned to �nvest�gate for h�mself the advantages of the
pos�t�on he had ment�oned, but had scarcely taken ten steps when
he was lost to s�ght �n the smoke of an explod�ng shell; a spl�nter of
the project�le had fractured h�s r�ght leg. He fell upon h�s back,
em�tt�ng a shr�ll cry of alarm, l�ke a woman’s.

“He m�ght have known as much,” Rochas muttered. “There’s no
use h�s mak�ng such a fuss over �t; when the dose �s f�xed for one, he
has to take �t.”

Some members of the company had r�sen to the�r feet on see�ng
the�r capta�n fall, and as he cont�nued to call lust�ly for ass�stance,
Jean f�nally ran to h�m, �mmed�ately followed by Maur�ce.

“Fr�ends, fr�ends, for Heaven’s sake do not leave me here; carry
me to the ambulance!”



“Dame, Capta�n, I don’t know that we shall be able to get so far,
but we can try.”

As they were d�scuss�ng how they could best take hold to ra�se
h�m they perce�ved, beh�nd the hedge that had sheltered them on
the�r way up, two stretcher-bearers who seemed to be wa�t�ng for
someth�ng to do, and f�nally, after protracted s�gnal�ng, �nduced them
to draw near. All would be well �f they could only get the wounded
man to the ambulance w�thout acc�dent, but the way was long and
the �ron ha�l more p�t�less than ever.

The bearers had t�ghtly bandaged the �njured l�mb �n order to keep
the bones �n pos�t�on and were about to bear the capta�n off the f�eld
on what ch�ldren call a “cha�r,” formed by jo�n�ng the�r hands and
sl�pp�ng an arm of the pat�ent over each of the�r necks, when Colonel
de V�neu�l, who had heard of the acc�dent, came up, spurr�ng h�s
horse. He man�fested much emot�on, for he had known the young
man ever s�nce h�s graduat�on from Sa�nt-Cyr.

“Cheer up, my poor boy; have courage. You are �n no danger; the
doctors w�ll save your leg.”

The capta�n’s face wore an express�on of res�gnat�on, as �f he had
summoned up all h�s courage to bear h�s m�sfortune manfully.

“No, my dear Colonel; I feel �t �s all up w�th me, and I would rather
have �t so. The only th�ng that d�stresses me �s the wa�t�ng for the
�nev�table end.”

The bearers carr�ed h�m away, and were fortunate enough to
reach the hedge �n safety, beh�nd wh�ch they trotted sw�ftly away w�th
the�r burden. The colonel’s eyes followed them anx�ously, and when
he saw them reach the clump of trees where the ambulance was
stat�oned a look of deep rel�ef rose to h�s face.

“But you, Colonel,” Maur�ce suddenly excla�med, “you are
wounded too!”

He had perce�ved blood dr�pp�ng from the colonel’s left boot. A
project�le of some descr�pt�on had carr�ed away the heel of the foot-
cover�ng and forced the steel shank �nto the flesh.

M. de V�neu�l bent over h�s saddle and glanced unconcernedly at
the member, �n wh�ch the sensat�on at that t�me must have been far



from pleasurable.
“Yes, yes,” he repl�ed, “�t �s a l�ttle remembrance that I rece�ved a

wh�le ago. A mere scratch, that don’t prevent me from s�tt�ng my
horse—” And he added, as he turned to resume h�s pos�t�on to the
rear of h�s reg�ment: “As long as a man can st�ck on h�s horse he’s all
r�ght.”

At last the two batter�es of reserve art�llery came up. The�r arr�val
was an �mmense rel�ef to the anx�ously expectant men, as �f the guns
were to be a rampart of protect�on to them and at the same t�me
demol�sh the host�le batter�es that were thunder�ng aga�nst them
from every s�de. And then, too, �t was �n �tself an exh�larat�ng
spectacle to see the magn�f�cent order they preserved as they came
dash�ng up, each gun followed by �ts ca�sson, the dr�vers seated on
the near horse and hold�ng the off horse by the br�dle, the
cannoneers bolt upr�ght on the chests, the ch�efs of detachment
r�d�ng �n the�r proper pos�t�on on the flank. D�stances were preserved
as accurately as �f they were on parade, and all the t�me they were
tear�ng across the f�elds at headlong speed, w�th the roar and crash
of a hurr�cane.

Maur�ce, who had la�n down aga�n, arose and sa�d to Jean �n great
exc�tement:

“Look! over there on the left, that �s Honoré’s battery. I can
recogn�ze the men.”

Jean gave h�m a back-handed blow that brought h�m down to h�s
recumbent pos�t�on.

“L�e down, w�ll you! and make bel�eve dead!”
But they were both deeply �nterested �n watch�ng the maneuvers of

the battery, and never once removed the�r eyes from �t; �t cheered
the�r heart to w�tness the cool and �ntrep�d act�v�ty of those men,
who, they hoped, m�ght yet br�ng v�ctory to them.

The battery had wheeled �nto pos�t�on on a bare summ�t to the left,
where �t brought up all stand�ng; then, qu�ck as a flash, the
cannoneers leaped from the chests and unhooked the l�mbers, and
the dr�vers, leav�ng the gun �n pos�t�on, drove f�fteen yards to the
rear, where they wheeled aga�n so as to br�ng team and l�mber face



to the enemy and there rema�ned, mot�onless as statues. In less t�me
than �t takes to tell �t the guns were �n place, w�th the proper �ntervals
between them, d�str�buted �nto three sect�ons of two guns each, each
sect�on commanded by a l�eutenant, and over the whole a capta�n, a
long maypole of a man, who made a terr�bly consp�cuous landmark
on the plateau. And th�s capta�n, hav�ng f�rst made a br�ef calculat�on,
was heard to shout:

“S�ght for s�xteen hundred yards!”
The�r f�re was to be d�rected upon a Pruss�an battery, screened by

some bushes, to the left of Fle�gneux, the shells from wh�ch were
render�ng the pos�t�on of the Calvary untenable.

“Honoré’s p�ece, you see,” Maur�ce began aga�n, whose
exc�tement was such that he could not keep st�ll, “Honoré’s p�ece �s
�n the center sect�on. There he �s now, bend�ng over to speak to the
gunner; you remember Lou�s, the gunner, don’t you? the l�ttle fellow
w�th whom we had a dr�nk at Vouz�ers? And that fellow �n the rear,
who s�ts so stra�ght on h�s handsome chestnut, �s Adolphe, the dr�ver
—”

F�rst came the gun w�th �ts ch�ef and s�x cannoneers, then the
l�mber w�th �ts four horses r�dden by two men, beyond that the
ca�sson w�th �ts s�x horses and three dr�vers, st�ll further to the rear
were the prolonge, forge, and battery wagon; and th�s array of men,
horses and matér�el extended to the rear �n a stra�ght unbroken l�ne
of more than a hundred yards �n length; to say noth�ng of the spare
ca�sson and the men and beasts who were to f�ll the places of those
removed by casualt�es, who were stat�oned at one s�de, as much as
poss�ble out of the enemy’s l�ne of f�re.

And now Honoré was attend�ng to the load�ng of h�s gun. The two
men whose duty �t was to fetch the cartr�dge and the project�le
returned from the ca�sson, where the corporal and the art�f�cer were
stat�oned; two other cannoneers, stand�ng at the muzzle of the p�ece,
sl�pped �nto the bore the cartr�dge, a charge of powder �n an
envelope of serge, and gently drove �t home w�th the rammer, then �n
l�ke manner �ntroduced the shell, the studs of wh�ch creaked fa�ntly �n
the sp�rals of the r�fl�ng. When the pr�mer was �nserted �n the vent
and all was �n read�ness, Honoré thought he would l�ke to po�nt the



gun h�mself for the f�rst shot, and throw�ng h�mself �n a sem�-
recumbent posture on the tra�l, work�ng w�th one hand the screw that
regulated the elevat�on, w�th the other he s�gnaled cont�nually to the
gunner, who, stand�ng beh�nd h�m, moved the p�ece by �mpercept�ble
degrees to r�ght or left w�th the ass�stance of the lever.

“That ought to be about r�ght,” he sa�d as he arose.
The capta�n came up, and stoop�ng unt�l h�s long body was bent

almost double, ver�f�ed the elevat�on. At each gun stood the ass�stant
gunner, wa�t�ng to pull the lanyard that should �gn�te the fulm�nate by
means of a serrated w�re. And the orders were g�ven �n success�on,
del�berately, by number:

“Number one, F�re! Number two, F�re!”
S�x reports were heard, the guns reco�led, and wh�le they were

be�ng brought back to pos�t�on the ch�efs of detachment observed
the effect of the shots and found that the range was short. They
made the necessary correct�on and the evolut�on was repeated, �n
exactly the same manner as before; and �t was that cool prec�s�on,
that mechan�cal rout�ne of duty, w�thout ag�tat�on and w�thout haste,
that d�d so much to ma�nta�n the morale of the men. They were a
l�ttle fam�ly, un�ted by the t�e of a common occupat�on, grouped
around the gun, wh�ch they loved and reverenced as �f �t had been a
l�v�ng th�ng; �t was the object of all the�r care and attent�on, to �t all
else was subserv�ent, men, horses, ca�sson, everyth�ng. Thence also
arose the sp�r�t of un�ty and cohes�on that an�mated the battery at
large, mak�ng all �ts members work together for the common glory
and the common good, l�ke a well-regulated household.

The 106th had cheered lust�ly at the complet�on of the f�rst round;
they were go�ng to make those bloody Pruss�an guns shut the�r
mouths at last! but the�r elat�on was succeeded by d�smay when �t
was seen that the project�les fell short, many of them burst�ng �n the
a�r and never reach�ng the bushes that served to mask the enemy’s
art�llery.

“Honoré,” Maur�ce cont�nued, “says that all the other p�eces are
popguns and that h�s old g�rl �s the only one that �s good for anyth�ng.
Ah, h�s old g�rl! He talks as �f she were h�s w�fe and there were not
another l�ke her �n the world! Just not�ce how jealously he watches



her and makes the men clean her off! I suppose he �s afra�d she w�ll
overheat herself and take cold!”

He cont�nued rattl�ng on �n th�s pleasant ve�n to Jean, both of them
cheered and encouraged by the cool bravery w�th wh�ch the
art�llerymen served the�r guns; but the Pruss�an batter�es, after f�r�ng
three rounds, had now got the range, wh�ch, too long at the
beg�nn�ng, they had at last c�phered down to such a f�ne po�nt that
the�r shells were landed �nvar�ably among the French p�eces, wh�le
the latter, notw�thstand�ng the efforts that were made to �ncrease
the�r range, st�ll cont�nued to place the�r project�les short of the
enemy’s pos�t�on. One of Honoré’s cannoneers was k�lled wh�le
load�ng the p�ece; the others pushed the body out of the�r way, and
the serv�ce went on w�th the same method�cal prec�s�on, w�th ne�ther
more nor less haste. In the m�dst of the project�les that fell and burst
cont�nually the same unvary�ng rhythm�cal movements went on
un�nterruptedly about the gun; the cartr�dge and shell were
�ntroduced, the gun was po�nted, the lanyard pulled, the carr�age
brought back to place; and all w�th such undev�at�ng regular�ty that
the men m�ght have been taken for automatons, devo�d of s�ght and
hear�ng.

What �mpressed Maur�ce, however, more than anyth�ng else, was
the att�tude of the dr�vers, s�tt�ng stra�ght and st�ff �n the�r saddles
f�fteen yards to the rear, face to the enemy. There was Adolphe, the
broad-chested, w�th h�s b�g blond mustache across h�s rub�cund
face; and who shall tell the amount of courage a man must have to
enable h�m to s�t w�thout w�nk�ng and watch the shells com�ng toward
h�m, and he not allowed even to tw�rl h�s thumbs by way of d�vers�on!
The men who served the guns had someth�ng to occupy the�r m�nds,
wh�le the dr�vers, condemned to �mmob�l�ty, had death constantly
before the�r eyes, and plenty of le�sure to speculate on probab�l�t�es.
They were made to face the battlef�eld because, had they turned
the�r backs to �t, the coward that so often lurks at the bottom of man’s
nature m�ght have got the better of them and swept away man and
beast. It �s the unseen danger that makes dastards of us; that wh�ch
we can see we brave. The army has no more gallant set of men �n �ts
ranks than the dr�vers �n the�r obscure pos�t�on.



Another man had been k�lled, two horses of a ca�sson had been
d�semboweled, and the enemy kept up such a murderous f�re that
there was a prospect of the ent�re battery be�ng knocked to p�eces
should they pers�st �n hold�ng that pos�t�on longer. It was t�me to take
some step to baffle that tremendous f�re, notw�thstand�ng the danger
there was �n mov�ng, and the capta�n unhes�tat�ngly gave orders to
br�ng up the l�mbers.

The r�sky maneuver was executed w�th l�ghtn�ng speed; the dr�vers
came up at a gallop, wheeled the�r l�mber �nto pos�t�on �n rear of the
gun, when the cannoneers ra�sed the tra�l of the p�ece and hooked
on. The movement, however, collect�ng as �t d�d, momentar�ly, men
and horses on the battery front �n someth�ng of a huddle, created a
certa�n degree of confus�on, of wh�ch the enemy took advantage by
�ncreas�ng the rap�d�ty of the�r f�re; three more men dropped. The
teams darted away at breakneck speed, descr�b�ng an arc of a c�rcle
among the f�elds, and the battery took up �ts new pos�t�on some f�fty
or s�xty yards more to the r�ght, on a gentle em�nence that was
s�tuated on the other flank of the 106th. The p�eces were unl�mbered,
the dr�vers resumed the�r stat�on at the rear, face to the enemy, and
the f�r�ng was reopened; and so l�ttle t�me was lost between leav�ng
the�r old post and tak�ng up the new that the earth had barely ceased
to tremble under the concuss�on.

Maur�ce uttered a cry of d�smay, when, after three attempts, the
Pruss�ans had aga�n got the�r range; the f�rst shell landed squarely
on Honoré’s gun. The art�lleryman rushed forward, and w�th a
trembl�ng hand felt to ascerta�n what damage had been done h�s pet;
a great wedge had been ch�pped from the bronze muzzle. But �t was
not d�sabled, and the work went on as before, after they had
removed from beneath the wheels the body of another cannoneer,
w�th whose blood the ent�re carr�age was besplashed.

“It was not l�ttle Lou�s; I am glad of that,” sa�d Maur�ce, cont�nu�ng
to th�nk aloud. “There he �s now, po�nt�ng h�s gun; he must be
wounded, though, for he �s only us�ng h�s left arm. Ah, he �s a brave
lad, �s l�ttle Lou�s; and how well he and Adolphe get on together, �n
sp�te of the�r l�ttle t�ffs, only prov�ded the gunner, the man who serves
on foot, shows a proper amount of respect for the dr�ver, the man



who r�des a horse, notw�thstand�ng that the latter �s by far the more
�gnorant of the two. Now that they are under f�re, though, Lou�s �s as
good a man as Adolphe—”

Jean, who had been watch�ng events �n s�lence, gave utterance to
a d�stressful cry:

“They w�ll have to g�ve �t up! No troops �n the world could stand
such a f�re.”

W�th�n the space of f�ve m�nutes the second pos�t�on had become
as untenable as was the f�rst; the project�les kept fall�ng w�th the
same pers�stency, the same deadly prec�s�on. A shell d�smounted a
gun, fractur�ng the chase, k�ll�ng a l�eutenant and two men. Not one
of the enemy’s shots fa�led to reach, and at each d�scharge they
secured a st�ll greater accuracy of range, so that �f the battery should
rema�n there another f�ve m�nutes they would not have a gun or a
man left. The crush�ng f�re threatened to w�pe them all out of
ex�stence.

Aga�n the capta�n’s r�ng�ng vo�ce was heard order�ng up the
l�mbers. The dr�vers dashed up at a gallop and wheeled the�r teams
�nto place to allow the cannoneers to hook on the guns, but before
Adolphe had t�me to get up Lou�s was struck by a fragment of shell
that tore open h�s throat and broke h�s jaw; he fell across the tra�l of
the carr�age just as he was on the po�nt of ra�s�ng �t. Adolphe was
there �nstantly, and behold�ng h�s prostrate comrade welter�ng �n h�s
blood, jumped from h�s horse and was about to ra�se h�m to h�s
saddle and bear h�m away. And at that moment, just as the battery
was exposed flank to the enemy �n the act of wheel�ng, offer�ng a fa�r
target, a crash�ng d�scharge came, and Adolphe reeled and fell to
the ground, h�s chest crushed �n, w�th arms w�de extended. In h�s
supreme convuls�on he se�zed h�s comrade about the body, and thus
they lay, locked �n each other’s arms �n a last embrace, “marr�ed”
even �n death.

Notw�thstand�ng the slaughtered horses and the confus�on that
that death-deal�ng d�scharge had caused among the men, the
battery had rattled up the slope of a h�llock and taken post a few
yards from the spot where Jean and Maur�ce were ly�ng. For the th�rd
t�me the guns were unl�mbered, the dr�vers ret�red to the rear and



faced the enemy, and the cannoneers, w�th a gallantry that noth�ng
could daunt, at once reopened f�re.

“It �s as �f the end of all th�ngs were at hand!” sa�d Maur�ce, the
sound of whose vo�ce was lost �n the uproar.

It seemed �ndeed as �f heaven and earth were confounded �n that
h�deous d�n. Great rocks were cleft asunder, the sun was h�d from
s�ght at t�mes �n clouds of sulphurous vapor. When the cataclysm
was at �ts he�ght the horses stood w�th droop�ng heads, trembl�ng,
dazed w�th terror. The capta�n’s tall form was everywhere upon the
em�nence; suddenly he was seen no more; a shell had cut h�m clean
�n two, and he sank, as a sh�p’s mast that �s snapped off at the base.

But �t was about Honoré’s gun, even more than the others, that the
confl�ct raged, w�th cool eff�c�ency and obst�nate determ�nat�on. The
non-comm�ss�oned off�cer found �t necessary to forget h�s chevrons
for the t�me be�ng and lend a hand �n work�ng the p�ece, for he had
now but three cannoneers left; he po�nted the gun and pulled the
lanyard, wh�le the others brought ammun�t�on from the ca�sson,
loaded, and handled the rammer and the sponge. He had sent for
men and horses from the battery reserves that were kept to supply
the places of those removed by casualt�es, but they were slow �n
com�ng, and �n the meant�me the surv�vors must do the work of the
dead. It was a great d�scouragement to all that the�r project�les
ranged short and burst almost w�thout except�on �n the a�r, �nfl�ct�ng
no �njury on the powerful batter�es of the foe, the f�re of wh�ch was so
eff�c�ent. And suddenly Honoré let sl�p an oath that was heard above
the thunder of the battle; �ll-luck, �ll-luck, noth�ng but �ll-luck! the r�ght
wheel of h�s p�ece was smashed! Tonnerre de D�eu! what a state she
was �n, the poor darl�ng! stretched on her s�de w�th a broken paw, her
nose bur�ed �n the ground, cr�ppled and good for noth�ng! The s�ght
brought b�g tears to h�s eyes, he la�d h�s trembl�ng hand upon the
breech, as �f the ardor of h�s love m�ght ava�l to warm h�s dear
m�stress back to l�fe. And the best gun of them all, the only one that
had been able to drop a few shells among the enemy! Then
suddenly he conce�ved a dar�ng project, noth�ng less than to repa�r
the �njury there and then, under that terr�ble f�re. Ass�sted by one of
h�s men he ran back to the ca�sson and secured the spare wheel that



was attached to the rear axle, and then commenced the most
dangerous operat�on that can be executed on a battlef�eld.
Fortunately the extra men and horses that he had sent for came up
just then, and he had two cannoneers to lend h�m a hand.

For the th�rd t�me, however, the strength of the battery was so
reduced as pract�cally to d�sable �t. To push the�r hero�c dar�ng further
would be madness; the order was g�ven to abandon the pos�t�on
def�n�tely.

“Make haste, comrades!” Honoré excla�med. “Even �f she �s f�t for
no further serv�ce we’ll carry her off; those fellows shan’t have her!”

To save the gun, even as men r�sk the�r l�fe to save the flag; that
was h�s �dea. And he had not ceased to speak when he was str�cken
down as by a thunderbolt, h�s r�ght arm torn from �ts socket, h�s left
flank la�d open. He had fallen upon h�s gun he loved so well, and lay
there as �f stretched on a bed of honor, w�th head erect, h�s
unmut�lated face turned toward the enemy, and bear�ng an
express�on of proud def�ance that made h�m beaut�ful �n death. From
h�s torn jacket a letter had fallen to the ground and lay �n the pool of
blood that dr�bbled slowly from above.

The only l�eutenant left al�ve shouted the order: “Br�ng up the
l�mbers!”

A ca�sson had exploded w�th a roar that rent the sk�es. They were
obl�ged to take the horses from another ca�sson �n order to save a
gun of wh�ch the team had been k�lled. And when, for the last t�me,
the dr�vers had brought up the�r smok�ng horses and the guns had
been l�mbered up, the whole battery flew away at a gallop and never
stopped unt�l they reached the edge of the wood of la Garenne,
nearly twelve hundred yards away.

Maur�ce had seen the whole. He sh�vered w�th horror, and
murmured mechan�cally, �n a fa�nt vo�ce:

“Oh! poor fellow, poor fellow!”
In add�t�on to th�s feel�ng of mental d�stress he had a horr�ble

sensat�on of phys�cal suffer�ng, as �f someth�ng was gnaw�ng at h�s
v�tals. It was the an�mal port�on of h�s nature assert�ng �tself; he was
at the end of h�s endurance, was ready to s�nk w�th hunger. H�s



percept�ons were d�mmed, he was not even consc�ous of the
dangerous pos�t�on the reg�ment was �n now �t no longer was
protected by the battery. It was more than l�kely that the enemy
would not long delay to attack the plateau �n force.

“Look here,” he sa�d to Jean, “I must eat—�f I am to be k�lled for �t
the next m�nute, I must eat.”

He opened h�s knapsack and, tak�ng out the bread w�th shak�ng
hands, set h�s teeth �n �t vorac�ously. The bullets were wh�stl�ng
above the�r heads, two shells exploded only a few yards away, but all
was as naught to h�m �n compar�son w�th h�s crav�ng hunger.

“W�ll you have some, Jean?”
The corporal was watch�ng h�m w�th hungry eyes and a stup�d

express�on on h�s face; h�s stomach was also tw�ng�ng h�m.
“Yes, I don’t care �f I do; th�s suffer�ng �s more than I can stand.”
They d�v�ded the loaf between them and each devoured h�s port�on

gluttonously, unm�ndful of what was go�ng on about them so long as
a crumb rema�ned. And �t was at that t�me that they saw the�r colonel
for the last t�me, s�tt�ng h�s b�g horse, w�th h�s blood-sta�ned boot.
The reg�ment was surrounded on every s�de; already some of the
compan�es had left the f�eld. Then, unable longer to restra�n the�r
fl�ght, w�th tears stand�ng �n h�s eyes and ra�s�ng h�s sword above h�s
head:

“My ch�ldren,” cr�ed M. de V�neu�l, “I commend you to the
protect�on of God, who thus far has spared us all!”

He rode off down the h�ll, surrounded by a swarm of fug�t�ves, and
van�shed from the�r s�ght.

Then, they knew not how, Maur�ce and Jean found themselves
once more beh�nd the hedge, w�th the remnant of the�r company.
Some forty men at the outs�de were all that rema�ned, w�th
L�eutenant Rochas as the�r commander, and the reg�mental standard
was w�th them; the subaltern who carr�ed �t had furled the s�lk about
the staff �n order to try to save �t. They made the�r way along the
hedge, as far as �t extended, to a cluster of small trees upon a
h�lls�de, where Rochas made them halt and reopen f�re. The men,
d�spersed �n sk�rm�sh�ng order and suff�c�ently protected, could hold



the�r ground, the more that an �mportant cavalry movement was �n
preparat�on on the�r r�ght and reg�ments of �nfantry were be�ng
brought up to support �t.

It was at that moment that Maur�ce comprehended the full scope
of that m�ghty, �rres�st�ble turn�ng movement that was now draw�ng
near complet�on. That morn�ng he had watched the Pruss�ans
debouch�ng by the Sa�nt-Albert pass and had seen the�r advanced
guard pushed forward, f�rst to Sa�nt-Menges, then to Fle�gneux, and
now, beh�nd the wood of la Garenne, he could hear the thunder of
the art�llery of the Guard, could behold other German un�forms
arr�v�ng on the scene over the h�lls of G�vonne. Yet a few moments, �t
m�ght be, and the c�rcle would be complete; the Guard would jo�n
hands w�th the Vth corps, surround�ng the French army w�th a l�v�ng
wall, g�rdl�ng them about w�th a belt of flam�ng art�llery. It was w�th the
resolve to make one supreme, desperate effort, to try to hew a
passage through that advanc�ng wall, that General Marguer�tte’s
d�v�s�on of the reserve cavalry was mass�ng beh�nd a protect�ng crest
preparatory to charg�ng. They were about to charge �nto the jaws of
death, w�th no poss�b�l�ty of ach�ev�ng any useful result, solely for the
glory of France and the French army. And Maur�ce, whose thoughts
turned to Prosper, was a w�tness of the terr�ble spectacle.

What between the messages that were g�ven h�m to carry and
the�r answers, Prosper had been kept busy s�nce daybreak spurr�ng
up and down the plateau of Illy. The cavalrymen had been awakened
at peep of dawn, man by man, w�thout sound of trumpet, and to
make the�r morn�ng coffee had dev�sed the �ngen�ous exped�ent of
screen�ng the�r f�res w�th a greatcoat so as not to attract the attent�on
of the enemy. Then there came a per�od when they were left ent�rely
to themselves, w�th noth�ng to occupy them; they seemed to be
forgotten by the�r commanders. They could hear the sound of the
cannonad�ng, could descry the puffs of smoke, could see the d�stant
movements of the �nfantry, but were utterly �gnorant of the battle, �ts
�mportance, and �ts results. Prosper, as far as he was concerned,
was suffer�ng from want of sleep. The cumulat�ve fat�gue �nduced by
many n�ghts of broken rest, the �nv�nc�ble somnolency caused by the
easy ga�t of h�s mount, made l�fe a burden. He dreamed dreams and
saw v�s�ons; now he was sleep�ng comfortably �n a bed between



clean sheets, now snor�ng on the bare ground among sharpened
fl�nts. For m�nutes at a t�me he would actually be sound asleep �n h�s
saddle, a l�feless clod, h�s steed’s �ntell�gence answer�ng for both.
Under such c�rcumstances comrades had often tumbled from the�r
seats upon the road. They were so fagged that when they slept the
trumpets no longer awakened them; the only way to rouse them from
the�r lethargy and get them on the�r feet was to k�ck them soundly.

“But what are they go�ng to do, what are they go�ng to do w�th us?”
Prosper kept say�ng to h�mself. It was the only th�ng he could th�nk of
to keep h�mself awake.

For s�x hours the cannon had been thunder�ng. As they cl�mbed a
h�ll two comrades, r�d�ng at h�s s�de, had been struck down by a
shell, and as they rode onward seven or e�ght others had b�t the
dust, p�erced by r�fle-balls that came no one could say whence. It
was becom�ng t�resome, that slow parade, as useless as �t was
dangerous, up and down the battlef�eld. At last—�t was about one
o’clock—he learned that �t had been dec�ded they were to be k�lled
off �n a somewhat more decent manner. Marguer�tte’s ent�re d�v�s�on,
compr�s�ng three reg�ments of chasseurs d’Afr�que, one of chasseurs
de France, and one of hussars, had been drawn �n and posted �n a
shallow valley a l�ttle to the south of the Calvary of Illy. The trumpets
had sounded: “D�smount!” and then the off�cers’ command ran down
the l�ne to t�ghten g�rths and look to packs.

Prosper al�ghted, stretched h�s cramped l�mbs, and gave Zephyr a
fr�endly pat upon the neck. Poor Zephyr! he felt the degradat�on of
the �gnom�n�ous, heartbreak�ng serv�ce they were subjected to
almost as keenly as h�s master; and not only that, but he had to carry
a small arsenal of stores and �mplements of var�ous k�nds: the
holsters stuffed w�th h�s master’s l�nen and undercloth�ng and the
greatcoat rolled above, the stable su�t, blouse, and overalls, and the
sack conta�n�ng brushes, currycomb, and other art�cles of equ�ne
to�let beh�nd the saddle, the haversack w�th rat�ons slung at h�s s�de,
to say noth�ng of such tr�fles as s�de-l�nes and p�cket-p�ns, the
water�ng bucket and the wooden bas�n. The cavalryman’s tender
heart was st�rred by a feel�ng of compass�on, as he t�ghtened up the
g�rth and looked to see that everyth�ng was secure �n �ts place.



It was a try�ng moment. Prosper was no more a coward than the
next man, but h�s mouth was �ntolerably dry and hot; he l�t a c�garette
�n the hope that �t would rel�eve the unpleasant sensat�on. When
about to charge no man can assert w�th any degree of certa�nty that
he w�ll r�de back aga�n. The suspense lasted some f�ve or s�x
m�nutes; �t was sa�d that General Marguer�tte had r�dden forward to
reconno�ter the ground over wh�ch they were to charge; they were
awa�t�ng h�s return. The f�ve reg�ments had been formed �n three
columns, each column hav�ng a depth of seven squadrons; enough
to afford an ample meal to the host�le guns.

Presently the trumpets rang out: “To horse!” and th�s was
succeeded almost �mmed�ately by the shr�ll summons: “Draw
sabers!”

The colonel of each reg�ment had prev�ously r�dden out and taken
h�s proper pos�t�on, twenty-f�ve yards to the front, the capta�ns were
all at the�r posts at the head of the�r squadrons. Then there was
another per�od of anx�ous wa�t�ng, am�d a s�lence heavy as that of
death. Not a sound, not a breath, there, beneath the blaz�ng sun;
noth�ng, save the beat�ng of those brave hearts. One order more, the
supreme, the dec�s�ve one, and that mass, now so �nert and
mot�onless, would become a res�stless tornado, sweep�ng all before
�t.

At that juncture, however, an off�cer appeared com�ng over the
crest of the h�ll �n front, wounded, and preserv�ng h�s seat �n the
saddle only by the ass�stance of a man on e�ther s�de. No one
recogn�zed h�m at f�rst, but presently a deep, om�nous murmur began
to run from squadron to squadron, wh�ch qu�ckly swelled �nto a
fur�ous uproar. It was General Marguer�tte, who had rece�ved a
wound from wh�ch he d�ed a few days later; a musket-ball had
passed through both cheeks, carry�ng away a port�on of the tongue
and palate. He was �ncapable of speech, but waved h�s arm �n the
d�rect�on of the enemy. The fury of h�s men knew no bounds; the�r
cr�es rose louder st�ll upon the a�r.

“It �s our general! Avenge h�m, avenge h�m!”
Then the colonel of the f�rst reg�ment, ra�s�ng aloft h�s saber,

shouted �n a vo�ce of thunder:



“Charge!”
The trumpets sounded, the column broke �nto a trot and was away.

Prosper was �n the lead�ng squadron, but almost at the extreme r�ght
of the r�ght w�ng, a pos�t�on of less danger than the center, upon
wh�ch the enemy always naturally concentrate the�r hottest f�re.
When they had topped the summ�t of the Calvary and began to
descend the slope beyond that led downward �nto the broad pla�n he
had a d�st�nct v�ew, some two-th�rds of a m�le away, of the Pruss�an
squares that were to be the object of the�r attack. Bes�de that v�s�on
all the rest was d�m and confused before h�s eyes; he moved onward
as one �n a dream, w�th a strange r�ng�ng �n h�s ears, a sensat�on of
vo�dness �n h�s m�nd that left h�m �ncapable of fram�ng an �dea. He
was a part of the great eng�ne that tore along, controlled by a
super�or w�ll. The command ran along the l�ne: “Keep touch of knees!
Keep touch of knees!” �n order to keep the men closed up and g�ve
the�r ranks the res�stance and r�g�d�ty of a wall of gran�te, and as the�r
trot became sw�fter and sw�fter and f�nally broke �nto a mad gallop,
the chasseurs d’Afr�que gave the�r w�ld Arab cry that exc�ted the�r
w�ry steeds to the verge of frenzy. Onward they tore, faster and
faster st�ll, unt�l the�r gallop was a race of uncha�ned demons, the�r
shouts the shr�eks of souls �n mortal agony; onward they plunged
am�d a storm of bullets that rattled on casque and breastplate, on
buckle and scabbard, w�th a sound l�ke ha�l; �nto the bosom of that
ha�lstorm flashed that thunderbolt beneath wh�ch the earth shook
and trembled, leav�ng beh�nd �t, as �t passed, an odor of burned
woolen and the exhalat�ons of w�ld beasts.

At f�ve hundred yards the l�ne wavered an �nstant, then sw�rled and
broke �n a fr�ghtful eddy that brought Prosper to the ground. He
clutched Zephyr by the mane and succeeded �n recover�ng h�s seat.
The center had g�ven way, r�ddled, almost ann�h�lated as �t was by
the musketry f�re, wh�le the two w�ngs had wheeled and r�dden back
a l�ttle way to renew the�r format�on. It was the foreseen, foredoomed
destruct�on of the lead�ng squadron. D�sabled horses covered the
ground, some qu�et �n death, but many struggl�ng v�olently �n the�r
strong agony; and everywhere d�smounted r�ders could be seen,
runn�ng as fast as the�r short legs would let them, to capture
themselves another mount. Many horses that had lost the�r master



came gallop�ng back to the squadron and took the�r place �n l�ne of
the�r own accord, to rush w�th the�r comrades back �nto the f�re aga�n,
as �f there was some strange attract�on for them �n the smell of
gunpowder. The charge was resumed; the second squadron went
forward, l�ke the f�rst, at a constantly accelerated rate of speed, the
men bend�ng upon the�r horses’ neck, hold�ng the saber along the
th�gh, ready for use upon the enemy. Two hundred yards more were
ga�ned th�s t�me, am�d the thunderous, deafen�ng uproar, but aga�n
the center broke under the storm of bullets; men and horses went
down �n heaps, and the p�led corpses made an �nsurmountable
barr�er for those who followed. Thus was the second squadron �n �ts
turn mown down, ann�h�lated, leav�ng �ts task to be accompl�shed by
those who came after.

When for the th�rd t�me the men were called upon to charge and
responded w�th �nv�nc�ble hero�sm, Prosper found that h�s
compan�ons were pr�nc�pally hussars and chasseurs de France.
Reg�ments and squadrons, as organ�zat�ons, had ceased to ex�st;
the�r const�tuent elements were drops �n the m�ghty wave that
alternately broke and reared �ts crest aga�n, to swallow up all that lay
�n �ts destruct�ve path. He had long s�nce lost d�st�nct consc�ousness
of what was go�ng on around h�m, and suffered h�s movements to be
gu�ded by h�s mount, fa�thful Zephyr, who had rece�ved a wound �n
the ear that seemed to madden h�m. He was now �n the center,
where all about h�m horses were rear�ng, paw�ng the a�r, and fall�ng
backward; men were d�smounted as �f torn from the�r saddle by the
blast of a tornado, wh�le others, shot through some v�tal part,
reta�ned the�r seat and rode onward �n the ranks w�th vacant,
s�ghtless eyes. And look�ng back over the add�t�onal two hundred
yards that th�s effort had won for them, they could see the f�eld of
yellow stubble strewn th�ck w�th dead and dy�ng. Some there were
who had fallen headlong from the�r saddle and bur�ed the�r face �n
the soft earth. Others had al�ghted on the�r back and were star�ng up
�nto the sun w�th terror-str�cken eyes that seemed burst�ng from the�r
sockets. There was a handsome black horse, an off�cer’s charger,
that had been d�semboweled, and was mak�ng frant�c efforts to r�se,
h�s fore feet entangled �n h�s entra�ls. Beneath the f�re, that became
constantly more murderous as they drew nearer, the surv�vors �n the



w�ngs wheeled the�r horses and fell back to concentrate the�r
strength for a fresh onset.

F�nally �t was the fourth squadron, wh�ch, on the fourth attempt,
reached the Pruss�an l�nes. Prosper made play w�th h�s saber,
hack�ng away at helmets and dark un�forms as well as he could
d�st�ngu�sh them, for all was d�m before h�m, as �n a dense m�st.
Blood flowed �n torrents; Zephyr’s mouth was smeared w�th �t, and to
account for �t he sa�d to h�mself that the good horse must have been
us�ng h�s teeth on the Pruss�ans. The clamor around h�m became so
great that he could not hear h�s own vo�ce, although h�s throat
seemed spl�tt�ng from the yells that �ssued from �t. But beh�nd the f�rst
Pruss�an l�ne there was another, and then another, and then another
st�ll. The�r gallant efforts went for noth�ng; those dense masses of
men were l�ke a tangled jungle that closed around the horses and
r�ders who entered �t and bur�ed them �n �ts rank growths. They m�ght
hew down those who were w�th�n reach of the�r sabers; others stood
ready to take the�r place, the last squadrons were lost and swallowed
up �n the�r vast numbers. The f�r�ng, at po�nt-blank range, was so
fur�ous that the men’s cloth�ng was �gn�ted. Noth�ng could stand
before �t, all went down; and the work that �t left unf�n�shed was
completed by bayonet and musket butt. Of the brave men who rode
�nto act�on that day two-th�rds rema�ned upon the battlef�eld, and the
sole end ach�eved by that mad charge was to add another glor�ous
page to h�story. And then Zephyr, struck by a musket-ball full �n the
chest, dropped �n a heap, crush�ng beneath h�m Prosper’s r�ght
th�gh; and the pa�n was so acute that the young man fa�nted.

Maur�ce and Jean, who had watched the gallant effort w�th burn�ng
�nterest, uttered an exclamat�on of rage.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! what bravery wasted!”
And they resumed the�r f�r�ng from among the trees of the low h�ll

where they were deployed �n sk�rm�sh�ng order. Rochas h�mself had
p�cked up an abandoned musket and was blaz�ng away w�th the rest.
But the plateau of Illy was lost to them by th�s t�me beyond hope of
recovery; the Pruss�ans were pour�ng �n upon �t from every quarter. It
was somewhere �n the ne�ghborhood of two o’clock, and the�r great
movement was accompl�shed; the Vth corps and the Guards had



effected the�r junct�on, the �nvestment of the French army was
complete.

Jean was suddenly brought to the ground.
“I am done for,” he murmured.
He had rece�ved what seemed to h�m l�ke a smart blow of a

hammer on the crown of h�s head, and h�s kep� lay beh�nd h�m w�th a
great furrow plowed through �ts top. At f�rst he thought that the bullet
had certa�nly penetrated the skull and la�d bare the bra�n; h�s dread
of f�nd�ng a yawn�ng or�f�ce there was so great that for some seconds
he dared not ra�se h�s hand to ascerta�n the truth. When f�nally he
ventured, h�s f�ngers, on w�thdraw�ng them, were red w�th an
abundant flow of blood, and the pa�n was so �ntense that he fa�nted.

Just then Rochas gave the order to fall back. The Pruss�ans had
crept up on them and were only two or three hundred yards away;
they were �n danger of be�ng captured.

“Be cool, don’t hurry; face about and g�ve ’em another shot. Rally
beh�nd that low wall that you see down there.”

Maur�ce was �n despa�r; he knew not what to do.
“We are not go�ng to leave our corporal beh�nd, are we,

l�eutenant?”
“What are we to do? he has turned up h�s toes.”
“No, no! he �s breath�ng st�ll. Take h�m along!”
Rochas shrugged h�s shoulders as �f to say they could not bother

themselves for every man that dropped. A wounded man �s
esteemed of l�ttle value on the battlef�eld. Then Maur�ce addressed
h�s suppl�cat�ons to Lapoulle and Pache.

“Come, g�ve me a help�ng hand. I am not strong enough to carry
h�m unass�sted.”

They were deaf to h�s entreat�es; all they could hear was the vo�ce
that urged them to seek safety for themselves. The Pruss�ans were
now not more than a hundred yards from them; already they were on
the�r hands and knees, crawl�ng as fast as they could go toward the
wall.



And Maur�ce, weep�ng tears of rage, thus left alone w�th h�s
unconsc�ous compan�on, ra�sed h�m �n h�s arms and endeavored to
lug h�m away, but he found h�s puny strength unequal to the task,
exhausted as he was by fat�gue and the emot�ons of the day. At the
f�rst step he took he reeled and fell w�th h�s burden. If only he could
catch s�ght of a stretcher-bearer! He stra�ned h�s eyes, thought he
had d�scovered one among the crowd of fug�t�ves, and made frant�c
gestures of appeal; no one came, they were left beh�nd, alone.
Summon�ng up h�s strength w�th a determ�ned effort of the w�ll he
se�zed Jean once more and succeeded �n advanc�ng some th�rty
paces, when a shell burst near them and he thought that all was
ended, that he, too, was to d�e on the body of h�s comrade.

Slowly, caut�ously, Maur�ce p�cked h�mself up. He felt h�s body,
arms, and legs; noth�ng, not a scratch. Why should he not look out
for h�mself and fly, alone? There was t�me left st�ll; a few bounds
would take h�m to the wall and he would be saved. H�s horr�ble
sensat�on of fear returned and made h�m frant�c. He was collect�ng
h�s energ�es to break away and run, when a feel�ng stronger than
death �ntervened and vanqu�shed the base �mpulse. What, abandon
Jean! he could not do �t. It would be l�ke mut�lat�ng h�s own be�ng; the
brotherly affect�on that had bourgeoned and grown between h�m and
that rust�c had struck �ts roots down �nto h�s l�fe, too deep to be sla�n
l�ke that. The feel�ng went back to the earl�est days, was perhaps as
old as the world �tself; �t was as �f there were but they two upon
earth, of whom one could not forsake the other w�thout forsak�ng
h�mself, and be�ng doomed thenceforth to an etern�ty of sol�tude.
Molded of the same clay, qu�ckened by the same sp�r�t, duty
�mper�ously commanded to save h�mself �n sav�ng h�s brother.

Had �t not been for the crust of bread he ate an hour before under
the Pruss�an shells Maur�ce could never have done what he d�d; how
he d�d �t he could never �n subsequent days remember. He must
have ho�sted Jean upon h�s shoulders and crawled through the
brush and brambles, fall�ng a dozen t�mes only to p�ck h�mself up
and go on aga�n, stumbl�ng at every rut, at every pebble. H�s
�ndom�table w�ll susta�ned h�m, h�s dogged resolut�on would have
enabled h�m to bear a mounta�n on h�s back. Beh�nd the low wall he
found Rochas and the few men that were left of the squad, f�r�ng



away as stoutly as ever and defend�ng the flag, wh�ch the subaltern
held beneath h�s arm. It had not occurred to anyone to des�gnate
l�nes of retreat for the several army corps �n case the day should go
aga�nst them; ow�ng to th�s want of fores�ght every general was at
l�berty to act as seemed to h�m best, and at th�s stage of the confl�ct
they all found themselves be�ng crowded back upon Sedan under
the steady, unrelax�ng pressure of the German arm�es. The second
d�v�s�on of the 7th corps fell back �n comparat�vely good order, wh�le
the remnants of the other d�v�s�ons, m�ngled w�th the debr�s of the 1st
corps, were already stream�ng �nto the c�ty �n terr�ble d�sorder, a
roar�ng torrent of rage and fr�ght that bore all, men and beasts,
before �t.

But to Maur�ce, at that moment, was granted the sat�sfact�on of
see�ng Jean unclose h�s eyes, and as he was runn�ng to a stream
that flowed near by, for water w�th wh�ch to bathe h�s fr�end’s face, he
was surpr�sed, look�ng down on h�s r�ght �nto a sheltered valley that
lay between rugged slopes, to behold the same peasant whom he
had seen that morn�ng, st�ll le�surely dr�v�ng the plow through the
furrow w�th the ass�stance of h�s b�g wh�te horse. Why should he lose
a day? Men m�ght f�ght, but none the less the corn would keep on
grow�ng; and folks must l�ve.



VI.

Up on h�s lofty terrace, wh�ther he had betaken h�mself to watch
how affa�rs were shap�ng, Delaherche at last became �mpat�ent and
was se�zed w�th an uncontrollable des�re for news. He could see that
the enemy’s shells were pass�ng over the c�ty and that the few
project�les wh�ch had fallen on the houses �n the v�c�n�ty were only
responses, made at long �ntervals, to the �rregular and harmless f�re
from Fort Palat�nat, but he could d�scern noth�ng of the battle, and
h�s ag�tat�on was r�s�ng to fever heat; he exper�enced an �mper�ous
long�ng for �ntell�gence, wh�ch was constantly st�mulated by the
reflect�on that h�s l�fe and fortune would be �n danger should the
army be defeated. He found �t �mposs�ble to rema�n there longer, and
went downsta�rs, leav�ng beh�nd h�m the telescope on �ts tr�pod,
turned on the German batter�es.

When he had descended, however, he l�ngered a moment,
deta�ned by the aspect of the central garden of the factory. It was
near one o’clock, and the ambulance was crowded w�th wounded
men; the wagons kept dr�v�ng up to the entrance �n an unbroken
stream. The regular ambulance wagons of the med�cal department,
two-wheeled and four-wheeled, were too few �n number to meet the
demand, and veh�cles of every descr�pt�on from the art�llery and
other tra�ns, prolonges, prov�s�on vans, everyth�ng on wheels that
could be p�cked up on the battlef�eld, came roll�ng up w�th the�r
ghastly loads; and later �n the day even carr�oles and market-
gardeners’ carts were pressed �nto the serv�ce and harnessed to
horses that were found stray�ng along the roads. Into these motley
conveyances were huddled the men collected from the fly�ng
ambulances, where the�r hurts had rece�ved such hasty attent�on as
could be afforded. It was a s�ght to move the most callous to behold



the unload�ng of those poor wretches, some w�th a green�sh pallor on
the�r face, others suffused w�th the purple hue that denotes
congest�on; many were �n a state of coma, others uttered p�erc�ng
cr�es of angu�sh; some there were who, �n the�r sem�-consc�ous
cond�t�on, y�elded themselves to the arms of the attendants w�th a
look of deepest terror �n the�r eyes, wh�le a few, the m�nute a hand
was la�d on them, d�ed of the consequent shock. They cont�nued to
arr�ve �n such numbers that soon every bed �n the vast apartment
would have �ts occupant, and Major Bouroche had g�ven orders to
make use of the straw that had been spread th�ckly upon the floor at
one end. He and h�s ass�stants had thus far been able to attend to all
the cases w�th reasonable promptness; he had requested Mme.
Delaherche to furn�sh h�m w�th another table, w�th mattress and
o�lcloth cover, for the shed where he had establ�shed h�s operat�ng
room. The ass�stant would thrust a napk�n saturated w�th chloroform
to the pat�ent’s nostr�ls, the keen kn�fe flashed �n the a�r, there was
the fa�nt rasp�ng of the saw, barely aud�ble, the blood spurted �n
short, sharp jets that were checked �mmed�ately. As soon as one
subject had been operated on another was brought �n, and they
followed one another �n such qu�ck success�on that there was barely
t�me to pass a sponge over the protect�ng o�lcloth. At the extrem�ty of
the grass plot, screened from s�ght by a clump of l�lac bushes, they
had set up a k�nd of morgue wh�ther they carr�ed the bod�es of the
dead, wh�ch were removed from the beds w�thout a moment’s delay
�n order to make room for the l�v�ng, and th�s receptacle also served
to rece�ve the amputated legs, and arms, whatever debr�s of flesh
and bone rema�ned upon the table.

Mme. Delaherche and G�lberte, seated at the foot of one of the
great trees, found �t hard work to keep pace w�th the demand for
bandages. Bouroche, who happened to be pass�ng, h�s face very
red, h�s apron wh�te no longer, threw a bundle of l�nen to Delaherche
and shouted:

“Here! be do�ng someth�ng; make yourself useful!”
But the manufacturer objected. “Oh! excuse me; I must go and try

to p�ck up some news. One can’t tell whether h�s neck �s safe or not.”
Then, touch�ng h�s l�ps to h�s w�fe’s ha�r: “My poor G�lberte, to th�nk



that a shell may burn us out of house and home at any moment! It �s
horr�ble.”

She was very pale; she ra�sed her head and glanced about her,
shudder�ng as she d�d so. Then, �nvoluntar�ly, her unext�ngu�shable
sm�le returned to her l�ps.

“Oh, horr�ble, �ndeed! and all those poor men that they are cutt�ng
and carv�ng. I don’t see how �t �s that I stay here w�thout fa�nt�ng.”

Mme. Delaherche had watched her son as he k�ssed the young
woman’s ha�r. She made a movement as �f to part them, th�nk�ng of
that other man who must have k�ssed those tresses so short a t�me
ago; then her old hands trembled, she murmured beneath her
breath:

“What suffer�ng all about us, mon D�eu! It makes one forget h�s
own.”

Delaherche left them, w�th the assurance that he would be away
no longer than was necessary to ascerta�n the true cond�t�on of
affa�rs. In the Rue Maqua he was surpr�sed to observe the crowds of
sold�ers that were stream�ng �nto the c�ty, w�thout arms and �n torn,
dust-sta�ned un�forms. It was �n va�n, however, that he endeavored to
slake h�s th�rst for news by quest�on�ng them; some answered w�th
vacant, stup�d looks that they knew noth�ng, wh�le others told long
rambl�ng stor�es, w�th the man�acal gestures and wh�rl�ng words of
one bereft of reason. He therefore mechan�cally turned h�s steps
aga�n toward the Sous Prefecture as the l�kel�est quarter �n wh�ch to
look for �nformat�on. As he was pass�ng along the Place du Collège
two guns, probably all that rema�ned of some battery, came dash�ng
up to the curb on a gallop, and were abandoned there. When at last
he turned �nto the Grande Rue he had further ev�dence that the
advanced guards of the fug�t�ves were beg�nn�ng to take possess�on,
of the c�ty; three d�smounted hussars had seated themselves �n a
doorway and were shar�ng a loaf of bread; two others were walk�ng
the�r mounts up and down, lead�ng them by the br�dle, not know�ng
where to look for stabl�ng for them; off�cers were hurry�ng to and fro
d�stractedly, seem�ngly w�thout any d�st�nct purpose. On the Place
Turenne a l�eutenant counseled h�m not to lo�ter unnecessar�ly, for
the shells had an unpleasant way of dropp�ng there every now and



then; �ndeed, a spl�nter had just demol�shed the ra�l�ng about the
statue of the great commander who overran the Palat�nate. And as �f
to emphas�ze the off�cer’s adv�ce, wh�le he was mak�ng fast t�me
down the Rue de la Sous Prefecture he saw two project�les explode,
w�th a terr�ble crash, on the Pont de Meuse.

He was stand�ng �n front of the jan�tor’s lodge, debat�ng w�th
h�mself whether �t would be best to send �n h�s card and try to
�nterv�ew one of the a�des-de-camp, when he heard a g�rl�sh vo�ce
call�ng h�m by name.

“M. Delaherche! Come �n here, qu�ck; �t �s not safe out there.”
It was Rose, h�s l�ttle operat�ve, whose ex�stence he had qu�te

forgotten. She m�ght be a useful ally �n ass�st�ng h�m to ga�n access
to headquarters; he entered the lodge and accepted her �nv�tat�on to
be seated.

“Just th�nk, mamma �s down s�ck w�th the worry and confus�on; she
can’t leave her bed, so, you see, I have to attend to everyth�ng, for
papa �s w�th the Nat�onal Guards up �n the c�tadel. A l�ttle wh�le ago
the Emperor left the bu�ld�ng—I suppose he wanted to let people see
he �s not a coward—and succeeded �n gett�ng as far as the br�dge
down at the end of the street. A shell al�ghted r�ght �n front of h�m;
one of h�s equerr�es had h�s horse k�lled under h�m. And then he
came back—he couldn’t do anyth�ng else, could he, now?”

“You must have heard some talk of how the battle �s go�ng. What
do they say, those gentlemen upsta�rs?”

She looked at h�m �n surpr�se. Her pretty face was br�ght and
sm�l�ng, w�th �ts fluffy golden ha�r and the clear, ch�ld�sh eyes of one
who best�rred herself among her mult�far�ous dut�es, �n the m�dst of
all those horrors, wh�ch she d�d not well understand.

“No, I know noth�ng. About m�dday I sent up a letter for Marshal
MacMahon, but �t could not be g�ven h�m r�ght away, because the
Emperor was �n the room. They were together nearly an hour, the
Marshal ly�ng on h�s bed, the Emperor close bes�de h�m seated on a
cha�r. That much I know for certa�n, because I saw them when the
door was opened.”

“And then, what d�d they say to each other?”



She looked at h�m aga�n, and could not help laugh�ng.
“Why, I don’t know; how could you expect me to? There’s not a

l�v�ng soul knows what they sa�d to each other.”
She was r�ght; he made an apologet�c gesture �n recogn�t�on of the

stup�d�ty of h�s quest�on. But the thought of that fateful conversat�on
haunted h�m; the �nterest there was �n �t for h�m who could have
heard �t! What dec�s�on had they arr�ved at?

“And now,” Rose added, “the Emperor �s back �n h�s cab�net aga�n,
where he �s hav�ng a conference w�th two generals who have just
come �n from the battlef�eld.” She checked herself, cast�ng a glance
at the ma�n entrance of the bu�ld�ng. “See! there �s one of them, now
—and there comes the other.”

He hurr�ed from the room, and �n the two generals recogn�zed
Ducrot and Douay, whose horses were stand�ng before the door. He
watched them cl�mb �nto the�r saddles and gallop away. They had
hastened �nto the c�ty, each �ndependently of the other, after the
plateau of Illy had been captured by the enemy, to not�fy the
Emperor that the battle was lost. They placed the ent�re s�tuat�on
d�st�nctly before h�m; the army and Sedan were even then
surrounded on every s�de; the result could not help but be
d�sastrous.

For some m�nutes the Emperor cont�nued s�lently to pace the floor
of h�s cab�net, w�th the feeble, uncerta�n step of an �nval�d. There
was none w�th h�m save an a�de-de-camp, who stood by the door,
erect and mute. And ever, to and fro, from the w�ndow to the
f�replace, from the f�replace to the w�ndow, the sovere�gn tramped
wear�ly, the �nscrutable face now drawn and tw�tch�ng spasmod�cally
w�th a nervous t�c. The back was bent, the shoulders bowed, as �f the
we�ght of h�s fall�ng emp�re pressed on them more heav�ly, and the
l�feless eyes, ve�led by the�r heavy l�ds, told of the angu�sh of the
fatal�st who has played h�s last card aga�nst dest�ny and lost. Each
t�me, however, that h�s walk brought h�m to the half-open w�ndow he
gave a start and l�ngered there a second. And dur�ng one of those
br�ef stoppages he faltered w�th trembl�ng l�ps:

“Oh! those guns, those guns, that have been go�ng s�nce the
morn�ng!”



The thunder of the batter�es on la Marfée and at Freno�s seemed,
�ndeed, to resound w�th more terr�f�c v�olence there than elsewhere.
It was one cont�nuous, un�nterrupted crash, that shook the w�ndows,
nay, the very walls themselves; an �ncessant uproar that
exasperated the nerves by �ts pers�stency. And he could not ban�sh
the reflect�on from h�s m�nd that, as the struggle was now hopeless,
further res�stance would be cr�m�nal. What would ava�l more
bloodshed, more ma�m�ng and mangl�ng; why add more corpses to
the dead that were already p�led h�gh upon that bloody f�eld? They
were vanqu�shed, �t was all ended; then why not stop the slaughter?
The abom�nat�on of desolat�on ra�sed �ts vo�ce to heaven: let �t
cease.

The Emperor, aga�n before the w�ndow, trembled and ra�sed h�s
hands to h�s ears, as �f to shut out those reproachful vo�ces.

“Oh, those guns, those guns! W�ll they never be s�lent!”
Perhaps the dreadful thought of h�s respons�b�l�t�es arose before

h�m, w�th the v�s�on of all those thousands of bleed�ng forms w�th
wh�ch h�s errors had cumbered the earth; perhaps, aga�n, �t was but
the compass�onate �mpulse of the tender-hearted dreamer, of the
well-mean�ng man whose m�nd was stocked w�th human�tar�an
theor�es. At the moment when he beheld utter ru�n star�ng h�m �n the
face, �n that fr�ghtful wh�rlw�nd of destruct�on that broke h�m l�ke a
reed and scattered h�s fortunes �n the dust, he could yet f�nd tears for
others. Almost crazed at the thought of the slaughter that was
merc�lessly go�ng on so near h�m, he felt he had not strength to
endure �t longer; each report of that accursed cannonade seemed to
p�erce h�s heart and �ntens�f�ed a thousandfold h�s own pr�vate
suffer�ng.

“Oh, those guns, those guns! they must be s�lenced at once, at
once!”

And that monarch who no longer had a throne, for he had
delegated all h�s funct�ons to the Empress regent, that ch�ef w�thout
an army, s�nce he had turned over the supreme command to
Marshal Baza�ne, now felt that he must once more take the re�ns �n
h�s hand and be the master. S�nce they left Châlons he had kept
h�mself �n the background, had �ssued no orders, content to be a



nameless null�ty w�thout recogn�zed pos�t�on, a cumbrous burden
carr�ed about from place to place among the baggage of h�s troops,
and �t was only �n the�r hour of defeat that the Emperor reasserted
�tself �n h�m; the one order that he was yet to g�ve, out of the p�ty of
h�s sorrow�ng heart, was to ra�se the wh�te flag on the c�tadel to
request an arm�st�ce.

“Those guns, oh! those guns! Take a sheet, someone, a tablecloth,
�t matters not what! only hasten, hasten, and see that �t �s done!”

The a�de-de-camp hurr�ed from the room, and w�th unsteady steps
the Emperor cont�nued to pace h�s beat, back and forth, between the
w�ndow and the f�replace, wh�le st�ll the batter�es kept thunder�ng,
shak�ng the house from garret to foundat�on.

Delaherche was st�ll chatt�ng w�th Rose �n the room below when a
non-comm�ss�oned off�cer of the guard came runn�ng �n and
�nterrupted them.

“Mademo�selle, the house �s �n confus�on, I cannot f�nd a servant.
Can you let me have someth�ng from your l�nen closet, a wh�te cloth
of some k�nd?”

“W�ll a napk�n answer?”
“No, no, �t would not be large enough. Half of a sheet, say.”
Rose, eager to obl�ge, was already fumbl�ng �n her closet.
“I don’t th�nk I have any half-sheets. No, I don’t see anyth�ng that

looks as �f �t would serve your purpose. Oh, here �s someth�ng; could
you use a tablecloth?”

“A tablecloth! just the th�ng. Noth�ng could be better.” And he
added as he left the room: “It �s to be used as a flag of truce, and
ho�sted on the c�tadel to let the enemy know we want to stop the
f�ght�ng. Much obl�ged, mademo�selle.”

Delaherche gave a l�ttle �nvoluntary start of del�ght; they were to
have a resp�te at last, then! Then he thought �t m�ght be unpatr�ot�c to
be joyful at such a t�me, and put on a long face aga�n; but none the
less h�s heart was very glad and he contemplated w�th much �nterest
a colonel and capta�n, followed by the sergeant, as they hurr�edly left
the Sous-Prefecture. The colonel had the tablecloth, rolled �n a
bundle, beneath h�s arm. He thought he should l�ke to follow them,



and took leave of Rose, who was very proud that her napery was to
be put to such use. It was then just str�k�ng two o’clock.

In front of the Hôtel de V�lle Delaherche was jostled by a d�sorderly
mob of half-crazed sold�ers who were push�ng the�r way down from
the Faubourg de la Cass�ne; he lost s�ght of the colonel, and
abandoned h�s des�gn of go�ng to w�tness the ra�s�ng of the wh�te
flag. He certa�nly would not be allowed to enter the c�tadel, and then
aga�n he had heard �t reported that shells were fall�ng on the college,
and a new terror f�lled h�s m�nd; h�s factory m�ght have been burned
s�nce he left �t. All h�s fever�sh ag�tat�on returned to h�m and he
started off on a run; the rap�d mot�on was a rel�ef to h�m. But the
streets were blocked by groups of men, at every cross�ng he was
delayed by some new obstacle. It was only when he reached the
Rue Maqua and beheld the monumental facade of h�s house �ntact,
no smoke or s�gn of f�re about �t, that h�s anx�ety was allayed, and he
heaved a deep s�gh of sat�sfact�on. He entered, and from the
doorway shouted to h�s mother and w�fe:

“It �s all r�ght! they are ho�st�ng the wh�te flag; the cannonade won’t
last much longer.”

He sa�d noth�ng more, for the appearance presented by the
ambulance was truly horr�fy�ng.

In the vast dry�ng-room, the w�de door of wh�ch was stand�ng
open, not only was every bed occup�ed, but there was no more room
upon the l�tter that had been shaken down on the floor at the end of
the apartment. They were commenc�ng to strew straw �n the spaces
between the beds, the wounded were crowded together so closely
that they were �n contact. Already there were more than two hundred
pat�ents there, and more were arr�v�ng constantly; through the lofty
w�ndows the p�t�less wh�te dayl�ght streamed �n upon that
aggregat�on of suffer�ng human�ty. Now and then an unguarded
movement el�c�ted an �nvoluntary cry of angu�sh. The death-rattle
rose on the warm, damp a�r. Down the room a low, mournful wa�l,
almost a lullaby, went on and ceased not. And all about was s�lence,
�ntense, profound, the stol�d res�gnat�on of despa�r, the solemn
st�llness of the death-chamber, broken only by the tread and
wh�spers of the attendants. Rents �n tattered, shell-torn un�forms



d�sclosed gap�ng wounds, some of wh�ch had rece�ved a hasty
dress�ng on the battlef�eld, wh�le others were st�ll raw and bleed�ng.
There were feet, st�ll �ncased �n the�r coarse shoes, crushed �nto a
mass l�ke jelly; from knees and elbows, that were as �f they had been
smashed by a hammer, depended �nert l�mbs. There were broken
hands, and f�ngers almost severed, ready to drop, reta�ned only by a
str�p of sk�n. Most numerous among the casualt�es were the
fractures; the poor arms and legs, red and swollen, throbbed
�ntolerably and were heavy as lead. But the most dangerous hurts
were those �n the abdomen, chest, and head. There were yawn�ng
f�ssures that la�d open the ent�re flank, the knotted v�scera were
drawn �nto great hard lumps beneath the t�ght-drawn sk�n, wh�le as
the effect of certa�n wounds the pat�ent frothed at the mouth and
wr�thed l�ke an ep�lept�c. Here and there were cases where the lungs
had been penetrated, the puncture now so m�nute as to perm�t no
escape of blood, aga�n a w�de, deep or�f�ce through wh�ch the red
t�de of l�fe escaped �n torrents; and the �nternal hemorrhages, those
that were h�d from s�ght, were the most terr�ble �n the�r effects,
prostrat�ng the�r v�ct�m l�ke a flash, mak�ng h�m black �n the face and
del�r�ous. And f�nally the head, more than any other port�on of the
frame, gave ev�dence of hard treatment; a broken jaw, the mouth a
pulp of teeth and bleed�ng tongue, an eye torn from �ts socket and
exposed upon the cheek, a cloven skull that showed the palp�tat�ng
bra�n beneath. Those �n whose case the bullet had touched the bra�n
or sp�nal marrow were already as dead men, sunk �n the lethargy of
coma, wh�le the fractures and other less ser�ous cases tossed
restlessly on the�r pallets and beseech�ngly called for water to
quench the�r th�rst.

Leav�ng the large room and pass�ng out �nto the courtyard, the
shed where the operat�ons were go�ng on presented another scene
of horror. In the rush and hurry that had cont�nued unabated s�nce
morn�ng �t was �mposs�ble to operate on every case that was brought
�n, so the�r attent�on had been conf�ned to those urgent cases that
�mperat�vely demanded �t. Whenever Bouroche’s rap�d judgment told
h�m that amputat�on was necessary, he proceeded at once to
perform �t. In the same way he lost not a moment’s t�me �n prob�ng
the wound and extract�ng the project�le whenever �t had lodged �n



some local�ty where �t m�ght do further m�sch�ef, as �n the muscles of
the neck, the reg�on of the arm p�t, the th�gh jo�nt, the l�gaments of
the knee and elbow. Severed arter�es, too, had to be t�ed w�thout
delay. Other wounds were merely dressed by one of the hosp�tal
stewards under h�s d�rect�on and left to awa�t developments. He had
already w�th h�s own hand performed four amputat�ons, the only rest
that he allowed h�mself be�ng to attend to some m�nor cases �n the
�ntervals between them, and was beg�nn�ng to feel fat�gue. There
were but two tables, h�s own and another, pres�ded over by one of
h�s ass�stants; a sheet had been hung between them, to �solate the
pat�ents from each other. Although the sponge was kept constantly
at work the tables were always red, and the buckets that were
empt�ed over a bed of da�s�es a few steps away, the clear water �n
wh�ch a s�ngle tumbler of blood suff�ced to redden, seemed to be
buckets of unm�xed blood, torrents of blood, �nundat�ng the gentle
flowers of the parterre. Although the room was thoroughly vent�lated
a nauseat�ng smell arose from the tables and the�r horr�d burdens,
m�ngled w�th the sweetly �ns�p�d odor of chloroform.

Delaherche, naturally a soft-hearted man, was �n a qu�ver of
compass�onate emot�on at the spectacle that lay before h�s eyes,
when h�s attent�on was attracted by a landau that drove up to the
door. It was a pr�vate carr�age, but doubtless the ambulance
attendants had found none other ready to the�r hand and had
crowded the�r pat�ents �nto �t. There were e�ght of them, s�tt�ng on
one another’s knees, and as the last man al�ghted the manufacturer
recogn�zed Capta�n Beaudo�n, and gave utterance to a cry of terror
and surpr�se.

“Ah, my poor fr�end! Wa�t, I w�ll call my mother and my w�fe.”
They came runn�ng up, leav�ng the bandages to be rolled by

servants. The attendants had already ra�sed the capta�n and brought
h�m �nto the room, and were about to lay h�m down upon a p�le of
straw when Delaherche not�ced, ly�ng on a bed, a sold�er whose
ashy face and star�ng eyes exh�b�ted no s�gn of l�fe.

“Look, �s he not dead, that man?”
“That’s so!” repl�ed the attendant. “He may as well make room for

someone else!”



He and one of h�s mates took the body by the arms and legs and
carr�ed �t off to the morgue that had been extempor�zed beh�nd the
l�lac bushes. A dozen corpses were already there �n a row, st�ff and
stark, some drawn out to the�r full length as �f �n an attempt to r�d
themselves of the agony that racked them, others curled and tw�sted
�n every att�tude of suffer�ng. Some seemed to have left the world
w�th a sneer on the�r faces, the�r eyes retroverted t�ll naught was
v�s�ble but the wh�tes, the gr�nn�ng l�ps parted over the gl�sten�ng
teeth, wh�le �n others, w�th faces unspeakably sorrowful, b�g tears st�ll
stood on the cheeks. One, a mere boy, short and sl�ght, half whose
face had been shot away by a cannon-ball, had h�s two hands
clasped convuls�vely above h�s heart, and �n them a woman’s
photograph, one of those pale, blurred p�ctures that are made �n the
quarters of the poor, bedabbled w�th h�s blood. And at the feet of the
dead had been thrown �n a prom�scuous p�le the amputated arms
and legs, the refuse of the kn�fe and saw of the operat�ng table, just
as the butcher sweeps �nto a corner of h�s shop the offal, the
worthless odds and ends of flesh and bone.

G�lberte shuddered as she looked on Capta�n Beaudo�n. Good
God! how pale he was, stretched out on h�s mattress, h�s face so
wh�te beneath the encrust�ng gr�me! And the thought that but a few
short hours before he had held her �n h�s arms, rad�ant �n all h�s
manly strength and beauty, sent a ch�ll of terror to her heart. She
kneeled bes�de h�m.

“What a terr�ble m�sfortune, my fr�end! But �t won’t amount to
anyth�ng, w�ll �t?” And she drew her handkerch�ef from her pocket
and began mechan�cally to w�pe h�s face, for she could not bear to
look at �t thus so�led w�th powder, sweat, and clay. It seemed to her,
too, that she would be help�ng h�m by cleans�ng h�m a l�ttle. “W�ll �t? �t
�s only your leg that �s hurt; �t won’t amount to anyth�ng.”

The capta�n made an effort to rouse h�mself from h�s sem�-
consc�ous state, and opened h�s eyes. He recogn�zed h�s fr�ends and
greeted them w�th a fa�nt sm�le.

“Yes, �t �s only the leg. I was not even aware of be�ng h�t; I thought
I had made a m�sstep and fallen—” He spoke w�th great d�ff�culty.
“Oh! I am so th�rsty!”



Mme. Delaherche, who was stand�ng at the other s�de of the
mattress, look�ng down compass�onately on the young man, hast�ly
left the room. She returned w�th a glass and a carafe of water �nto
wh�ch a l�ttle cognac had been poured, and when the capta�n had
greed�ly swallowed the contents of the glass, she d�str�buted what
rema�ned �n the carafe among the occupants of the adjacent beds,
who begged w�th trembl�ng outstretched hands and tearful vo�ces for
a drop. A zouave, for whom there was none left, sobbed l�ke a ch�ld
�n h�s d�sappo�ntment.

Delaherche was meant�me try�ng to ga�n the major’s ear to see �f
he could not preva�l on h�m to take up the capta�n’s case out of �ts
regular turn. Bouroche came �nto the room just then, w�th h�s blood-
sta�ned apron and l�on’s mane hang�ng �n confus�on about h�s
persp�r�ng face, and the men ra�sed the�r heads as he passed and
endeavored to stop h�m, all clamor�ng at once for recogn�t�on and
�mmed�ate attent�on: “Th�s way, major! It’s my turn, major!” Falter�ng
words of entreaty went up to h�m, trembl�ng hands clutched at h�s
garments, but he, wrapped up �n the work that lay before h�m and
puff�ng w�th h�s labor�ous exert�ons, cont�nued to plan and calculate
and l�stened to none of them. He communed w�th h�mself aloud,
count�ng them over w�th h�s f�nger and class�fy�ng them, ass�gn�ng
them the�r numbers; th�s one f�rst, then that one, then that other
fellow; one, two, three; the jaw, the arm, then the th�gh; wh�le the
ass�stant who accompan�ed h�m on h�s round made h�mself all ears
�n h�s effort to memor�ze h�s d�rect�ons.

“Major,” sa�d Delaherche, pluck�ng h�m by the sleeve, “there �s an
off�cer over here, Capta�n Beaudo�n—”

Bouroche �nterrupted h�m. “What, Beaudo�n here! Ah, the poor
dev�l!” And he crossed over at once to the s�de of the wounded man.
A s�ngle glance, however, must have suff�ced to show h�m that the
case was a bad one, for he added �n the same breath, w�thout even
stoop�ng to exam�ne the �njured member: “Good! I w�ll have them
br�ng h�m to me at once, just as soon as I am through w�th the
operat�on that �s now �n hand.”

And he went back to the shed, followed by Delaherche, who would
not lose s�ght of h�m for fear lest he m�ght forget h�s prom�se.



The bus�ness that lay before h�m now was the resc�s�on of a
shoulder-jo�nt �n accordance w�th L�sfranc’s method, wh�ch surgeons
never fa�l to speak of as a “very pretty” operat�on, someth�ng neat
and exped�t�ous, barely occupy�ng forty seconds �n the performance.
The pat�ent was subjected to the �nfluence of chloroform, wh�le an
ass�stant grasped the shoulder w�th both hands, the f�ngers under
the armp�t, the thumbs on top. Bouroche, brand�sh�ng the long, keen
kn�fe, cr�ed: “Ra�se h�m!” se�zed the delto�d w�th h�s left hand and
w�th a sw�ft movement of the r�ght cut through the flesh of the arm
and severed the muscle; then, w�th a deft rearward cut, he
d�sart�culated the jo�nt at a s�ngle stroke, and presto! the arm fell on
the table, taken off �n three mot�ons. The ass�stant sl�pped h�s
thumbs over the brach�al artery �n such manner as to close �t. “Let
h�m down!” Bouroche could not restra�n a l�ttle pleased laugh as he
proceeded to secure the artery, for he had done �t �n th�rty-f�ve
seconds. All that was left to do now was to br�ng a flap of sk�n down
over the wound and st�tch �t, �n appearance someth�ng l�ke a flat
epaulette. It was not only “pretty,” but exc�t�ng, on account of the
danger, for a man w�ll pump all the blood out of h�s body �n two
m�nutes through the brach�al, to say noth�ng of the r�sk there �s �n
br�ng�ng a pat�ent to a s�tt�ng posture when under the �nfluence of
anaesthet�cs.

Delaherche was wh�te as a ghost; a thr�ll of horror ran down h�s
back. He would have turned and fled, but t�me was not g�ven h�m;
the arm was already off. The sold�er was a new recru�t, a sturdy
peasant lad; on emerg�ng from h�s state of coma he beheld a
hosp�tal attendant carry�ng away the amputated l�mb to conceal �t
beh�nd the l�lacs. G�v�ng a qu�ck downward glance at h�s shoulder, he
saw the bleed�ng stump and knew what had been done, whereon he
became fur�ously angry.

“Ah, nom de D�eu! what have you been do�ng to me? It �s a
shame!”

Bouroche was too done up to make h�m an �mmed�ate answer, but
presently, �n h�s fatherly way:

“I acted for the best; I d�dn’t want to see you k�ck the bucket, my
boy. Bes�des, I asked you, and you told me to go ahead.”



“I told you to go ahead! I d�d? How could I know what I was
say�ng!” H�s anger subs�ded and he began to weep scald�ng tears.
“What �s go�ng to become of me now?”

They carr�ed h�m away and la�d h�m on the straw, and gave the
table and �ts cover�ng a thorough cleans�ng; and the buckets of
blood-red water that they threw out across the grass plot gave to the
pale da�s�es a st�ll deeper hue of cr�mson.

When Delaherche had �n some degree recovered h�s equan�m�ty
he was aston�shed to not�ce that the bombardment was st�ll go�ng
on. Why had �t not been s�lenced? Rose’s tablecloth must have been
ho�sted over the c�tadel by that t�me, and yet �t seemed as �f the f�re
of the Pruss�an batter�es was more rap�d and fur�ous than ever. The
uproar was such that one could not hear h�s own vo�ce; the
susta�ned v�brat�on tr�ed the stoutest nerves. On both operators and
pat�ents the effect could not but be most unfavorable of those
�ncessant detonat�ons that seemed to penetrate the �nmost recesses
of one’s be�ng. The ent�re hosp�tal was �n a state of fever�sh alarm
and apprehens�on.

“I supposed �t was all over; what can they mean by keep�ng �t up?”
excla�med Delaherche, who was nervously l�sten�ng, expect�ng each
shot would be the last.

Return�ng to Bouroche to rem�nd h�m of h�s prom�se and conduct
h�m to the capta�n, he was aston�shed to f�nd h�m seated on a bundle
of straw before two pa�ls of �ced water, �nto wh�ch he had plunged
both h�s arms, bared to the shoulder. The major, weary and
d�sheartened, overwhelmed by a sensat�on of deepest melancholy
and deject�on, had reached one of those terr�ble moments when the
pract�t�oner becomes consc�ous of h�s own �mpotency; he had
exhausted h�s strength, phys�cal and moral, and taken th�s means to
restore �t. And yet he was not a weakl�ng; he was steady of hand and
f�rm of heart; but the �nexorable quest�on had presented �tself to h�m:
“What �s the use?” The feel�ng that he could accompl�sh so l�ttle, that
so much must be left undone, had suddenly paralyzed h�m. What
was the use? s�nce Death, �n sp�te of h�s utmost effort, would always
be v�ctor�ous. Two attendants came �n, bear�ng Capta�n Beaudo�n on
a stretcher.



“Major,” Delaherche ventured to say, “here �s the capta�n.”
Bouroche opened h�s eyes, w�thdrew h�s arms from the�r cold bath,

shook and dr�ed them on the straw. Then, r�s�ng to h�s feet:
“Ah, yes; the next one—Well, well, the day’s work �s not yet done.”

And he shook the tawny locks upon h�s l�on’s head, rejuvenated and
refreshed, restored to h�mself once more by the �nv�nc�ble hab�t of
duty and the stern d�sc�pl�ne of h�s profess�on.

“Good! just above the r�ght ankle,” sa�d Bouroche, w�th unusual
garrul�ty, �ntended to qu�et the nerves of the pat�ent. “You d�splayed
w�sdom �n select�ng the locat�on of your wound; one �s not much the
worse for a hurt �n that quarter. Now we’ll just take a l�ttle look at �t.”

But Beaudo�n’s pers�stently letharg�c cond�t�on ev�dently alarmed
h�m. He �nspected the contr�vance that had been appl�ed by the f�eld
attendant to check the flow of blood, wh�ch was s�mply a cord
passed around the leg outs�de the trousers and tw�sted t�ght w�th the
ass�stance of a bayonet sheath, w�th a growl�ng request to be
�nformed what �nfernal �gnoramus had done that. Then suddenly he
saw how matters were and was s�lent; wh�le they were br�ng�ng h�m
�n from the f�eld �n the overcrowded landau the �mprov�sed tourn�quet
had become loosened and sl�pped down, thus g�v�ng r�se to an
extens�ve hemorrhage. He rel�eved h�s feel�ngs by storm�ng at the
hosp�tal steward who was ass�st�ng h�m.

“You confounded sna�l, cut! Are you go�ng to keep me here all
day?”

The attendant cut away the trousers and drawers, then the shoe
and sock, d�sclos�ng to v�ew the leg and foot �n the�r pale nud�ty,
sta�ned w�th blood. Just over the ankle was a fr�ghtful lacerat�on, �nto
wh�ch the spl�nter of the burst�ng shell had dr�ven a p�ece of the red
cloth of the trousers. The muscle protruded from the l�ps of the
gap�ng or�f�ce, a roll of wh�t�sh, mangled t�ssue.

G�lberte had to support herself aga�nst one of the upr�ghts of the
shed. Ah! that flesh, that poor flesh that was so wh�te; now all torn
and ma�med and bleed�ng! Desp�te the horror and terror of the s�ght
she could not turn away her eyes.



“Confound �t!” Bouroche excla�med, “they have made a n�ce mess
here!”

He felt the foot and found �t cold; the pulse, �f any, was so feeble
as to be und�st�ngu�shable. H�s face was very grave, and he pursed
h�s l�ps �n a way that was hab�tual w�th h�m when he had a more than
usually ser�ous case to deal w�th.

“Confound �t,” he repeated, “I don’t l�ke the looks of that foot!”
The capta�n, whom h�s anx�ety had f�nally aroused from h�s sem�-

somnolent state, asked:
“What were you say�ng, major?”
Bouroche’s tact�cs, whenever an amputat�on became necessary,

were never to appeal d�rectly to the pat�ent for the customary
author�zat�on. He preferred to have the pat�ent accede to �t
voluntar�ly.

“I was say�ng that I don’t l�ke the looks of that foot,” he murmured,
as �f th�nk�ng aloud. “I am afra�d we shan’t be able to save �t.”

In a tone of alarm Beaudo�n rejo�ned: “Come, major, there �s no
use beat�ng about the bush. What �s your op�n�on?”

“My op�n�on �s that you are a brave man, capta�n, and that you are
go�ng to let me do what the necess�ty of the case demands.”

To Capta�n Beaudo�n �t seemed as �f a sort of redd�sh vapor arose
before h�s eyes through wh�ch he saw th�ngs obscurely. He
understood. But notw�thstand�ng the �ntolerable fear that appeared to
be clutch�ng at h�s throat, he repl�ed, unaffectedly and bravely:

“Do as you th�nk best, major.”
The preparat�ons d�d not consume much t�me. The ass�stant had

saturated a cloth w�th chloroform and was hold�ng �t �n read�ness; �t
was at once appl�ed to the pat�ent’s nostr�ls. Then, just at the
moment that the br�ef struggle set �n that precedes anaesthes�a, two
attendants ra�sed the capta�n and placed h�m on the mattress upon
h�s back, �n such a pos�t�on that the legs should be free; one of them
reta�ned h�s grasp on the left l�mb, hold�ng �t flexed, wh�le an
ass�stant, se�z�ng the r�ght, clasped �t t�ghtly w�th both h�s hands �n
the reg�on of the gro�n �n order to compress the arter�es.



G�lberte, when she saw Bouroche approach the v�ct�m w�th the
gl�tter�ng steel, could endure no more.

“Oh, don’t! oh, don’t! �t �s too horr�ble!”
And she would have fallen had �t not been that Mme. Delaherche

put forth her arm to susta�n her.
“But why do you stay here?”
Both the women rema�ned, however. They averted the�r eyes, not

w�sh�ng to see the rest; mot�onless and trembl�ng they stood locked
�n each other’s arms, notw�thstand�ng the l�ttle love there was
between them.

At no t�me dur�ng the day had the art�llery thundered more loudly
than now. It was three o’clock, and Delaherche declared angr�ly that
he gave �t up—he could not understand �t. There could be no doubt
about �t now, the Pruss�an batter�es, �nstead of slacken�ng the�r f�re,
were extend�ng �t. Why? What had happened? It was as �f all the
forces of the nether reg�ons had been uncha�ned; the earth shook,
the heavens were on f�re. The r�ng of flame-belch�ng mouths of
bronze that enc�rcled Sedan, the e�ght hundred guns of the German
arm�es, that were served w�th such act�v�ty and ra�sed such an
uproar, were expend�ng the�r thunders on the adjacent f�elds; had
that concentr�c f�re been focused upon the c�ty, had the batter�es on
those command�ng he�ghts once begun to play upon Sedan, �t would
have been reduced to ashes and pulver�zed �nto dust �n less than
f�fteen m�nutes. But now the project�les were aga�n commenc�ng to
fall upon the houses, the crash that told of ru�n and destruct�on was
heard more frequently. One exploded �n the Rue des Voyards,
another grazed the tall ch�mney of the factory, and the br�cks and
mortar came tumbl�ng to the ground d�rectly �n front of the shed
where the surgeons were at work. Bouroche looked up and
grumbled:

“Are they try�ng to f�n�sh our wounded for us? Really, th�s racket �s
�ntolerable.”

In the meant�me an attendant had se�zed the capta�n’s leg, and the
major, w�th a sw�ft c�rcular mot�on of h�s hand, made an �nc�s�on �n
the sk�n below the knee and some two �nches below the spot where
he �ntended to saw the bone; then, st�ll employ�ng the same th�n-



bladed kn�fe, that he d�d not change �n order to get on more rap�dly,
he loosened the sk�n on the super�or s�de of the �nc�s�on and turned �t
back, much as one would peel an orange. But just as he was on the
po�nt of d�v�d�ng the muscles a hosp�tal steward came up and
wh�spered �n h�s ear:

“Number two has just sl�pped h�s cable.”
The major d�d not hear, ow�ng to the fearful uproar.
“Speak up, can’t you! My ear drums are broken w�th the�r d——-d

cannon.”
“Number two has just sl�pped h�s cable.”
“Who �s that, number two?”
“The arm, you know.”
“Ah, very good! Well, then, you can br�ng me number three, the

jaw.”
And w�th wonderful dexter�ty, never chang�ng h�s pos�t�on, he cut

through the muscles clean down to the bone w�th a s�ngle mot�on of
h�s wr�st. He la�d bare the t�b�a and f�bula, �ntroduced between them
an �mplement to keep them �n pos�t�on, drew the saw across them
once, and they were sundered. And the foot rema�ned �n the hands
of the attendant who was hold�ng �t.

The flow of blood had been small, thanks to the pressure
ma�nta�ned by the ass�stant h�gher up the leg, at the th�gh. The
l�gature of the three arter�es was qu�ckly accompl�shed, but the major
shook h�s head, and when the ass�stant had removed h�s f�ngers he
exam�ned the stump, murmur�ng, certa�n that the pat�ent could not
hear as yet:

“It looks bad; there’s no blood com�ng from the arter�oles.”
And he completed h�s d�agnos�s of the case by an express�ve

gesture: Another poor fellow who was soon to answer the great roll-
call! wh�le on h�s persp�r�ng face was aga�n seen that express�on of
wear�ness and utter deject�on, that hopeless, unanswerable: “What �s
the use?” s�nce out of every ten cases that they assumed the terr�ble
respons�b�l�ty of operat�ng on they d�d not succeed �n sav�ng four. He
w�ped h�s forehead, and set to work to draw down the flap of sk�n
and put �n the three sutures that were to hold �t �n place.



Delaherche hav�ng told G�lberte that the operat�on was completed,
she turned her gaze once more upon the table; she caught a gl�mpse
of the capta�n’s foot, however, as the attendant was carry�ng �t away
to the place beh�nd the l�lacs. The charnel house there cont�nued to
rece�ve fresh occupants; two more corpses had recently been
brought �n and added to the ghastly array, one w�th blackened l�ps
st�ll parted w�de as �f rend�ng the a�r w�th shr�eks of angu�sh, the
other, h�s form so contorted and contracted �n the convuls�ons of the
last agony that he was l�ke a stunted, malformed boy. Unfortunately,
there was beg�nn�ng to be a scarc�ty of room �n the l�ttle secluded
corner, and the human debr�s had commenced to overflow and
�nvade the adjacent alley. The attendant hes�tated a moment, �n
doubt what to do w�th the capta�n’s foot, then f�nally concluded to
throw �t on the general p�le.

“Well, capta�n, that’s over w�th,” the major sa�d to Beaudo�n when
he rega�ned consc�ousness. “You’ll be all r�ght now.”

But the capta�n d�d not show the cheer�ness that follows a
successful operat�on. He opened h�s eyes and made an attempt to
ra�se h�mself, then fell back on h�s p�llow, murmur�ng wear�ly, �n a
fa�nt vo�ce:

“Thanks, major. I’m glad �t’s over.”
He was consc�ous of the pa�n, however, when the alcohol of the

dress�ng touched the raw flesh. He fl�nched a l�ttle, compla�n�ng that
they were burn�ng h�m. And just as they were br�ng�ng up the
stretcher preparatory to carry�ng h�m back �nto the other room the
factory was shaken to �ts foundat�ons by a most terr�f�c explos�on; a
shell had burst d�rectly �n the rear of the shed, �n the small courtyard
where the pump was s�tuated. The glass �n the w�ndows was
shattered �nto fragments, and a dense cloud of smoke came pour�ng
�nto the ambulance. The wounded men, str�cken w�th pan�c terror,
arose from the�r bed of straw; all were clamor�ng w�th affr�ght; all
w�shed to fly at once.

Delaherche rushed from the bu�ld�ng �n consternat�on to see what
damage had been done. D�d they mean to burn h�s house down over
h�s head? What d�d �t all mean? Why d�d they open f�re aga�n when
the Emperor had ordered that �t should cease?



“Thunder and l�ghtn�ng! St�r yourselves, w�ll you!” Bouroche
shouted to h�s staff, who were stand�ng about w�th pall�d faces,
transf�xed by terror. “Wash off the table; go and br�ng me �n number
three!”

They cleansed the table; and once more the cr�mson contents of
the buckets were hurled across the grass plot upon the bed of
da�s�es, wh�ch was now a sodden, blood-soaked mat of flowers and
verdure. And Bouroche, to rel�eve the ted�um unt�l the attendants
should br�ng h�m “number three,” appl�ed h�mself to prob�ng for a
musket-ball, wh�ch, hav�ng f�rst broken the pat�ent’s lower jaw, had
lodged �n the root of the tongue. The blood flowed freely and
collected on h�s f�ngers �n glut�nous masses.

Capta�n Beaudo�n was aga�n rest�ng on h�s mattress �n the large
room. G�lberte and Mme. Delaherche had followed the stretcher
when he was carr�ed from the operat�ng table, and even Delaherche,
notw�thstand�ng h�s anx�ety, came �n for a moment’s chat.

“L�e here and rest a few m�nutes, Capta�n. We w�ll have a room
prepared for you, and you shall be our guest.”

But the wounded man shook off h�s lethargy and for a moment had
command of h�s facult�es.

“No, �t �s not worth wh�le; I feel that I am go�ng to d�e.”
And he looked at them w�th w�de eyes, f�lled w�th the horror of

death.
“Oh, Capta�n! why do you talk l�ke that?” murmured G�lberte, w�th a

sh�ver, wh�le she forced a sm�le to her l�ps. “You w�ll be qu�te well a
month hence.”

He shook h�s head mournfully, and �n the room was consc�ous of
no presence save hers; on all h�s face was expressed h�s
unutterable yearn�ng for l�fe, h�s b�tter, almost craven regret that he
was to be snatched away so young, leav�ng so many joys beh�nd
untasted.

“I am go�ng to d�e, I am go�ng to d�e. Oh! ’t�s horr�ble—”
Then suddenly he became consc�ous of h�s torn, so�led un�form

and the gr�me upon h�s hands, and �t made h�m feel uncomfortable to
be �n the company of women �n such a state. It shamed h�m to show



such weakness, and h�s des�re to look and be the gentleman to the
last restored to h�m h�s manhood. When he spoke aga�n �t was �n a
tone almost of cheerfulness.

“If I have got to d�e, though, I would rather �t should be w�th clean
hands. I should count �t a great k�ndness, madame, �f you would
mo�sten a napk�n and let me have �t.”

G�lberte sped away and qu�ckly returned w�th the napk�n, w�th
wh�ch she herself cleansed the hands of the dy�ng man. Thenceforth,
des�rous of qu�tt�ng the scene w�th d�gn�ty, he d�splayed much
f�rmness. Delaherche d�d what he could to cheer h�m, and ass�sted
h�s w�fe �n the small attent�ons she offered for h�s comfort. Old Mme.
Delaherche, too, �n presence of the man whose hours were
numbered, felt her enm�ty subs�d�ng. She would be s�lent, she who
knew all and had sworn to �mpart her knowledge to her son. What
would �t ava�l to exc�te d�scord �n the household, s�nce death would
soon obl�terate all trace of the wrong?

The end came very soon. Capta�n Beaudo�n, whose strength was
ebb�ng rap�dly, relapsed �nto h�s comatose cond�t�on, and a cold
sweat broke out and stood �n beads upon h�s neck and forehead. He
opened h�s eyes aga�n, and began to feebly grope about h�m w�th h�s
st�ffen�ng f�ngers, as �f feel�ng for a cover�ng that was not there,
pull�ng at �t w�th a gentle, cont�nuous movement, as �f to draw �t up
around h�s shoulders.

“It �s cold—Oh! �t �s so cold.”
And so he passed from l�fe, peacefully, w�thout a struggle; and on

h�s wasted, tranqu�l face rested an express�on of unspeakable
melancholy.

Delaherche saw to �t that the rema�ns, �nstead of be�ng borne
away and placed among the common dead, were depos�ted �n one
of the outbu�ld�ngs of the factory. He endeavored to preva�l on
G�lberte, who was tearful and d�sconsolate, to ret�re to her
apartment, but she declared that to be alone now would be more
than her nerves could stand, and begged to be allowed to rema�n
w�th her mother-�n-law �n the ambulance, where the no�se and
movement would be a d�stract�on to her. She was seen presently
runn�ng to carry a dr�nk of water to a chasseur d’Afr�que whom h�s



fever had made del�r�ous, and she ass�sted a hosp�tal steward to
dress the hand of a l�ttle recru�t, a lad of twenty, who had had h�s
thumb shot away and come �n on foot from the battlef�eld; and as he
was jolly and amus�ng, treat�ng h�s wound w�th all the lev�ty and
nonchalance of the Par�s�an roll�cker, she was soon laugh�ng and
jok�ng as merr�ly as he.

Wh�le the capta�n lay dy�ng the cannonade seemed, �f that were
poss�ble, to have �ncreased �n v�olence; another shell had landed �n
the garden, shatter�ng one of the old elms. Terror-str�cken men came
runn�ng �n to say that all Sedan was �n danger of destruct�on; a great
f�re had broken out �n the Faubourg de la Cass�ne. If the
bombardment should cont�nue w�th such fury for any length of t�me
there would be noth�ng left of the c�ty.

“It can’t be; I am go�ng to see about �t!” Delaherche excla�med,
v�olently exc�ted.

“Where are you go�ng, pray?” asked Bouroche.
“Why, to the Sous-Prefecture, to see what the Emperor means by

fool�ng us �n th�s way, w�th h�s talk of ho�st�ng the wh�te flag.”
For some few seconds the major stood as �f petr�f�ed at the �dea of

defeat and cap�tulat�on, wh�ch presented �tself to h�m then for the f�rst
t�me �n the m�dst of h�s �mpotent efforts to save the l�ves of the poor
ma�med creatures they were br�ng�ng �n to h�m from the f�eld. Rage
and gr�ef were �n h�s vo�ce as he shouted:

“Go to the dev�l, �f you w�ll! All you can do won’t keep us from
be�ng soundly wh�pped!”

On leav�ng the factory Delaherche found �t no easy task to
squeeze h�s way through the throng; at every �nstant the crowd of
straggl�ng sold�ers that f�lled the streets rece�ved fresh access�ons.
He quest�oned several of the off�cers whom he encountered; not one
of them had seen the wh�te flag on the c�tadel. F�nally he met a
colonel, who declared that he had caught a momentary gl�mpse of �t:
that �t had been run up and then �mmed�ately hauled down. That
expla�ned matters; e�ther the Germans had not seen �t, or see�ng �t
appear and d�sappear so qu�ckly, had �nferred the d�stressed
cond�t�on of the French and redoubled the�r f�re �n consequence.
There was a story �n c�rculat�on how a general off�cer, enraged



beyond control at the s�ght of the flag, had wrested �t from �ts bearer,
broken the staff, and trampled �t �n the mud. And st�ll the Pruss�an
batter�es cont�nued to play upon the c�ty, shells were fall�ng upon the
roofs and �n the streets, houses were �n flames; a woman had just
been k�lled at the corner of the Rue Pont de Meuse and the Place
Turenne.

At the Sous-Prefecture Delaherche fa�led to f�nd Rose at her usual
stat�on �n the jan�tor’s lodge. Everywhere were ev�dences of d�sorder;
all the doors were stand�ng open; the re�gn of terror had
commenced. As there was no sentry or anyone to prevent, he went
upsta�rs, encounter�ng on the way only a few scared-look�ng men,
none of whom made any offer to stop h�m. He had reached the f�rst
story and was hes�tat�ng what to do next when he saw the young g�rl
approach�ng h�m.

“Oh, M. Delaherche! �sn’t th�s dreadful! Here, qu�ck! th�s way, �f you
would l�ke to see the Emperor.”

On the left of the corr�dor a door stood ajar, and through the
narrow open�ng a gl�mpse could be had of the sovere�gn, who had
resumed h�s weary, angu�shed tramp between the f�replace and the
w�ndow. Back and forth he shuffled w�th heavy, dragg�ng steps, and
ceased not, desp�te h�s unendurable suffer�ng. An a�de-de-camp had
just entered the room—�t was he who had fa�led to close the door
beh�nd h�m—and Delaherche heard the Emperor ask h�m �n a
sorrowfully reproachful vo�ce:

“What �s the reason of th�s cont�nued f�r�ng, s�r, after I gave orders
to ho�st the wh�te flag?”

The torture to h�m had become greater than he could bear, that
never-ceas�ng cannonade, that seemed to grow more fur�ous w�th
every m�nute. Every t�me he approached the w�ndow �t p�erced h�m
to the heart. More sp�ll�ng of blood, more useless squander�ng of
human l�fe! At every moment the p�les of corpses were r�s�ng h�gher
on the battlef�eld, and h�s was the respons�b�l�ty. The compass�onate
�nst�ncts that entered so largely �nto h�s nature revolted at �t, and
more than ten t�mes already he had asked that quest�on of those
who approached h�m.



“I gave orders to ra�se the wh�te flag; tell me, why do they cont�nue
f�r�ng?”

The a�de-de-camp made answer �n a vo�ce so low that Delaherche
fa�led to catch �ts purport. The Emperor, moreover, seemed not to
pause to l�sten, drawn by some �rres�st�ble attract�on to that w�ndow
at wh�ch, each t�me he approached �t, he was greeted by that terr�ble
salvo of art�llery that rent and tore h�s be�ng. H�s pallor was greater
even than �t had been before; h�s poor, p�nched, wan face, on wh�ch
were st�ll v�s�ble traces of the rouge that had been appl�ed that
morn�ng, bore w�tness to h�s angu�sh.

At that moment a short, qu�ck-mot�oned man �n dust-so�led
un�form, whom Delaherche recogn�zed as General Lebrun, hurr�edly
crossed the corr�dor and pushed open the door, w�thout wa�t�ng to be
announced. And scarcely was he �n the room when aga�n was heard
the Emperor’s so oft repeated quest�on.

“Why do they cont�nue to f�re, General, when I have g�ven orders
to ho�st the wh�te flag?”

The a�de-de-camp left the apartment, shutt�ng the door beh�nd
h�m, and Delaherche never knew what was the general’s answer.
The v�s�on had faded from h�s s�ght.

“Ah!” sa�d Rose, “th�ngs are go�ng badly; I can see that clearly
enough by all those gentlemen’s faces. It �s bad for my tablecloth,
too; I am afra�d I shall never see �t aga�n; somebody told me �t had
been torn �n p�eces. But �t �s for the Emperor that I feel most sorry �n
all th�s bus�ness, for he �s �n a great deal worse cond�t�on than the
marshal; he would be much better off �n h�s bed than �n that room,
where he �s wear�ng h�mself out w�th h�s everlast�ng walk�ng.”

She spoke w�th much feel�ng, and on her pretty p�nk and wh�te
face there was an express�on of s�ncere p�ty, but Delaherche, whose
Bonapart�st ardor had somehow cooled cons�derably dur�ng the last
two days, sa�d to h�mself that she was a l�ttle fool. He nevertheless
rema�ned chatt�ng w�th her a moment �n the hall below wh�le wa�t�ng
for General Lebrun to take h�s departure, and when that off�cer
appeared and left the bu�ld�ng he followed h�m.

General Lebrun had expla�ned to the Emperor that �f �t was thought
best to apply for an arm�st�ce, et�quette demanded that a letter to that



effect, s�gned by the commander-�n-ch�ef of the French forces,
should be d�spatched to the German commander-�n-ch�ef. He had
also offered to wr�te the letter, go �n search of General de W�mpffen,
and obta�n h�s s�gnature to �t. He left the Sous-Prefecture w�th the
letter �n h�s pocket, but apprehens�ve he m�ght not succeed �n f�nd�ng
de W�mpffen, ent�rely �gnorant as he was of the general’s
whereabouts on the f�eld of battle. W�th�n the ramparts of Sedan,
moreover, the crowd was so dense that he was compelled to walk
h�s horse, wh�ch enabled Delaherche to keep h�m �n s�ght unt�l he
reached the M�n�l gate.

Once outs�de upon the road, however, General Lebrun struck �nto
a gallop, and when near Balan had the good fortune to fall �n w�th the
ch�ef. Only a few m�nutes prev�ous to th�s the latter had wr�tten to the
Emperor: “S�re, come and put yourself at the head of your troops;
they w�ll force a passage through the enemy’s l�nes for you, or per�sh
�n the attempt;” therefore he flew �nto a fur�ous pass�on at the mere
ment�on of the word arm�st�ce. No, no! he would s�gn noth�ng, he
would f�ght �t out! Th�s was about half-past three o’clock, and �t was
shortly afterward that occurred the gallant, but mad attempt, the last
ser�ous effort of the day, to p�erce the Bavar�an l�nes and rega�n
possess�on of Baze�lles. In order to put heart �nto the troops a ruse
was resorted to: �n the streets of Sedan and �n the f�elds outs�de the
walls the shout was ra�sed: “Baza�ne �s com�ng up! Baza�ne �s at
hand!” Ever s�nce morn�ng many had allowed themselves to be
deluded by that hope; each t�me that the Germans opened f�re w�th a
fresh battery �t was conf�dently asserted to be the guns of the army
of Metz. In the ne�ghborhood of twelve hundred men were collected,
sold�ers of all arms, from every corps, and the l�ttle column bravely
advanced �nto the storm of m�ss�les that swept the road, at double
t�me. It was a splend�d spectacle of hero�sm and endurance wh�le �t
lasted; the numerous casualt�es d�d not check the ardor of the
surv�vors, nearly f�ve hundred yards were traversed w�th a courage
and nerve that seemed almost l�ke madness; but soon there were
great gaps �n the ranks, the bravest began to fall back. What could
they do aga�nst overwhelm�ng numbers? It was a mad attempt,
anyway; the desperate effort of a commander who could not br�ng
h�mself to acknowledge that he was defeated. And �t ended by



General de W�mpffen f�nd�ng h�mself and General Lebrun alone
together on the Baze�lles road, wh�ch they had to make up the�r m�nd
to abandon to the enemy, for good and all. All that rema�ned for them
to do was to retreat and seek secur�ty under the walls of Sedan.

Upon los�ng s�ght of the general at the M�n�l gate Delaherche had
hurr�ed back to the factory at the best speed he was capable of,
�mpelled by an �rres�st�ble long�ng to have another look from h�s
observatory at what was go�ng on �n the d�stance. Just as he
reached h�s door, however, h�s progress was arrested a moment by
encounter�ng Colonel de V�neu�l, who, w�th h�s blood-sta�ned boot,
was be�ng brought �n for treatment �n a cond�t�on of sem�-
consc�ousness, upon a bed of straw that had been prepared for h�m
on the floor of a market-gardener’s wagon. The colonel had
pers�sted �n h�s efforts to collect the scattered fragments of h�s
reg�ment unt�l he dropped from h�s horse. He was �mmed�ately
carr�ed upsta�rs and put to bed �n a room on the f�rst floor, and
Bouroche, who was summoned at once, f�nd�ng the �njury not of a
ser�ous character, had only to apply a dress�ng to the wound, from
wh�ch he f�rst extracted some b�ts of the leather of the boot. The
worthy doctor was wrought up to a h�gh p�tch of exc�tement; he
excla�med, as he went downsta�rs, that he would rather cut off one of
h�s own legs than cont�nue work�ng �n that unsat�sfactory, slovenly
way, w�thout a t�the of e�ther the ass�stants or the appl�ances that he
ought to have. Below �n the ambulance, �ndeed, they no longer knew
where to bestow the cases that were brought them, and had been
obl�ged to have recourse to the lawn, where they la�d them on the
grass. There were already two long rows of them, exposed beneath
the shr�ek�ng shells, f�ll�ng the a�r w�th the�r d�smal pla�nts wh�le
wa�t�ng for h�s m�n�strat�ons. The number of cases brought �n s�nce
noon exceeded four hundred, and �n response to Bouroche’s
repeated appeals for ass�stance he had been sent one young doctor
from the c�ty. Good as was h�s w�ll, he was unequal to the task; he
probed, sl�ced, sawed, sewed l�ke a man frant�c, and was reduced to
despa�r to see h�s work cont�nually accumulat�ng before h�m.
G�lberte, sat�ated w�th s�ghts of horror, unable longer to endure the
sad spectacle of blood and tears, rema�ned upsta�rs w�th her uncle,



the colonel, leav�ng to Mme. Delaherche the care of mo�sten�ng
fevered l�ps and w�p�ng the cold sweat from the brow of the dy�ng.

Rap�dly cl�mb�ng the sta�rs to h�s terrace, Delaherche endeavored
to form some �dea for h�mself of how matters stood. The c�ty had
suffered less �njury than was generally supposed; there was one
great conflagrat�on, however, over �n the Faubourg de la Cass�ne,
from wh�ch dense volumes of smoke were r�s�ng. Fort Palat�nat had
d�scont�nued �ts f�re, doubtless because the ammun�t�on was all
expended; the guns mounted on the Porte de Par�s alone cont�nued
to make themselves heard at �nfrequent �ntervals. But someth�ng that
he beheld presently had greater �nterest for h�s eyes than all bes�de;
they had run up the wh�te flag on the c�tadel aga�n, but �t must be
that �t was �nv�s�ble from the battlef�eld, for there was no percept�ble
slacken�ng of the f�re. The Balan road was concealed from h�s v�s�on
by the ne�ghbor�ng roofs; he was unable to make out what the troops
were do�ng �n that d�rect�on. Apply�ng h�s eye to the telescope,
however, wh�ch rema�ned as he had left �t, d�rected on la Marfée, he
aga�n beheld the cluster of off�cers that he had seen �n that same
place about m�dday. The master of them all, that m�n�ature toy-
sold�er �n lead, half f�nger h�gh, �n whom he had thought to recogn�ze
the K�ng of Pruss�a, was there st�ll, erect �n h�s pla�n, dark un�form
before the other off�cers, who, �n the�r showy trapp�ngs, were for the
most part recl�n�ng carelessly on the grass. Among them were
off�cers from fore�gn lands, a�des-de-camp, generals, h�gh off�c�als,
pr�nces; all of them w�th f�eld glasses �n the�r hands, w�th wh�ch,
s�nce early morn�ng, they had been watch�ng every phase of the
death-struggle of the army of Châlons, as �f they were at the play.
And the d�reful drama was draw�ng to �ts end.

From among the trees that clothed the summ�t of la Marfée K�ng
W�ll�am had just w�tnessed the junct�on of h�s arm�es. It was an
accompl�shed fact; the th�rd army, under the leadersh�p of h�s son,
the Crown Pr�nce, advanc�ng by the way of Sa�nt-Menges and
Fle�gneux, had secured possess�on of the plateau of Illy, wh�le the
fourth, commanded by the Crown Pr�nce of Saxony, turn�ng the wood
of la Garenne and, com�ng up through G�vonne and Da�gny, had also
reached �ts appo�nted rendezvous. There, too, the XIth and Vth
corps had jo�ned hands w�th the XIIth corps and the Guards. The



gallant but �neffectual charge of Marguer�tte’s d�v�s�on �n �ts supreme
effort to break through the host�le l�nes at the very moment when the
c�rcle was be�ng rounded out had el�c�ted from the k�ng the
exclamat�on: “Ah, the brave fellows!” Now the great movement,
�nexorable as fate, the deta�ls of wh�ch had been arranged w�th such
mathemat�cal prec�s�on, was complete, the jaws of the v�se had
closed, and stretch�ng on h�s e�ther hand far �n the d�stance, a m�ghty
wall of adamant surround�ng the army of the French, were the
countless men and guns that called h�m master. At the north the
contract�ng l�nes ma�nta�ned a constantly �ncreas�ng pressure on the
vanqu�shed, forc�ng them back upon Sedan under the merc�less f�re
of the batter�es that l�ned the hor�zon �n an array w�thout a break.
Toward the south, at Baze�lles, where the confl�ct had ceased to rage
and the scene was one of mournful desolat�on, great clouds of
smoke were r�s�ng from the ru�ns of what had once been happy
homes, wh�le the Bavar�ans, now masters of Balan, had advanced
the�r batter�es to w�th�n three hundred yards of the c�ty gates. And the
other batter�es, those posted on the left bank at Pont Maug�s,
Noyers, Freno�s, Wadel�ncourt, complet�ng the �mpenetrable rampart
of flame and br�ng�ng �t around to the sovere�gn’s feet on h�s r�ght,
that had been spout�ng f�re un�nterruptedly for nearly twelve hours,
now thundered more loudly st�ll.

But K�ng W�ll�am, to g�ve h�s t�red eyes a moment’s rest, dropped
h�s glass to h�s s�de and cont�nued h�s observat�ons w�th unass�sted
v�s�on. The sun was slant�ng downward to the woods on h�s left,
about to set �n a sky where there was not a cloud, and the golden
l�ght that lay upon the landscape was so transcendently clear and
l�mp�d that the most �ns�gn�f�cant objects stood out w�th startl�ng
d�st�nctness. He could almost count the houses �n Sedan, whose
w�ndows flashed back the level rays of the depart�ng day-star, and
the ramparts and fort�f�cat�ons, outl�ned �n black aga�nst the eastern
sky, had an unwonted aspect of frown�ng mass�veness. Then,
scattered among the f�elds to r�ght and left, were the pretty, sm�l�ng
v�llages, rem�nd�ng one of the toy v�llages that come packed �n boxes
for the l�ttle ones; to the west Donchery, seated at the border of her
broad pla�n; Douzy and Car�gnan to the east, among the meadows.
Shutt�ng �n the p�cture to the north was the forest of the Ardennes, an



ocean of sunl�t verdure, wh�le the Meuse, lo�ter�ng w�th slugg�sh
current through the pla�n w�th many a bend and curve, was l�ke a
stream of purest molten gold �n that caress�ng l�ght. And seen from
that he�ght, w�th the sun’s part�ng k�ss rest�ng on �t, the horr�ble
battlef�eld, w�th �ts blood and smoke, became an exqu�s�te and h�ghly
f�n�shed m�n�ature; the dead horsemen and d�semboweled steeds on
the plateau of Flo�ng were so many splashes of br�ght color; on the
r�ght, �n the d�rect�on of G�vonne, those m�nute black specks that
wh�rled and edd�ed w�th such apparent lack of a�m, l�ke motes
danc�ng �n the sunsh�ne, were the retreat�ng fragments of the beaten
army; wh�le on the left a Bavar�an battery on the pen�nsula of Iges,
�ts guns the s�ze of matches, m�ght have been taken for some
mechan�cal toy as �t performed �ts evolut�ons w�th clockwork
regular�ty. The v�ctory was crush�ng, exceed�ng all that the v�ctor
could have des�red or hoped, and the K�ng felt no remorse �n
presence of all those corpses, of those thousands of men that were
as the dust upon the roads of that broad valley where,
notw�thstand�ng the burn�ng of Baze�lles, the slaughter of Illy, the
angu�sh of Sedan, �mpass�ve nature yet could don her gayest robe
and put on her br�ghtest sm�le as the perfect day faded �nto the
tranqu�l even�ng.

But suddenly Delaherche descr�ed a French off�cer cl�mb�ng the
steep path up the flank of la Marfée; he was a general, wear�ng a
blue tun�c, mounted on a black horse, and preceded by a hussar
bear�ng a wh�te flag. It was General Re�lle, whom the Emperor had
entrusted w�th th�s commun�cat�on for the K�ng of Pruss�a: “My
brother, as �t has been den�ed me to d�e at the head of my army, all
that �s left me �s to surrender my sword to Your Majesty. I am Your
Majesty’s affect�onate brother, Napoleon.” Des�r�ng to arrest the
butchery and be�ng no longer master, the Emperor y�elded h�mself a
pr�soner, �n the hope to placate the conqueror by the sacr�f�ce. And
Delaherche saw General Re�lle re�n up h�s charger and d�smount at
ten paces from the K�ng, then advance and del�ver h�s letter; he was
unarmed and merely carr�ed a r�d�ng wh�p. The sun was sett�ng �n a
flood of rosy l�ght; the K�ng seated h�mself on a cha�r �n the m�dst of a
grassy open space, and rest�ng h�s hand on the back of another
cha�r that was held �n place by a secretary, repl�ed that he accepted



the sword and would awa�t the appearance of an off�cer empowered
to settle the terms of the cap�tulat�on.



VII.

As when the �ce breaks up and the great cakes come crash�ng,
gr�nd�ng down upon the bosom of the swollen stream, carry�ng away
all before them, so now, from every pos�t�on about Sedan that had
been wrested from the French, from Flo�ng and the plateau of Illy,
from the wood of la Garenne, the valley of la G�vonne and the
Baze�lles road, the stampede commenced; a mad torrent of horses,
guns, and affr�ghted men came pour�ng toward the c�ty. It was a most
unfortunate �nsp�rat�on that brought the army under the walls of that
fort�f�ed place. There was too much �n the way of temptat�on there;
the shelter that �t afforded the skulker and the deserter, the
assurance of safety that even the bravest beheld beh�nd �ts
ramparts, enta�led w�despread pan�c and demoral�zat�on. Down there
beh�nd those protect�ng walls, so everyone �mag�ned, was safety
from that terr�ble art�llery that had been blaz�ng w�thout �nterm�ss�on
for near twelve hours; duty, manhood, reason were all lost s�ght of;
the man d�sappeared and was succeeded by the brute, and the�r
f�erce �nst�nct sent them rac�ng w�ldly for shelter, seek�ng a place
where they m�ght h�de the�r head and l�e down and sleep.

When Maur�ce, bath�ng Jean’s face w�th cool water beh�nd the
shelter of the�r b�t of wall, saw h�s fr�end open h�s eyes once more,
he uttered an exclamat�on of del�ght.

“Ah, poor old chap, I was beg�nn�ng to fear you were done for! And
don’t th�nk I say �t to f�nd fault, but really you are not so l�ght as you
were when you were a boy.”

It seemed to Jean, �n h�s st�ll dazed cond�t�on, that he was awak�ng
from some unpleasant dream. Then h�s recollect�on returned to h�m
slowly, and two b�g tears rolled down h�s cheeks. To th�nk that l�ttle



Maur�ce, so fra�l and slender, whom he had loved and petted l�ke a
ch�ld, should have found strength to lug h�m all that d�stance!

“Let’s see what damage your knowledge-box has susta�ned.”
The wound was not ser�ous; the bullet had plowed �ts way through

the scalp and cons�derable blood had flowed. The ha�r, wh�ch was
now matted w�th the coagulated gore, had served to stanch the
current, therefore Maur�ce refra�ned from apply�ng water to the hurt,
so as not to cause �t to bleed afresh.

“There, you look a l�ttle more l�ke a c�v�l�zed be�ng, now that you
have a clean face on you. Let’s see �f I can f�nd someth�ng for you to
wear on your head.” And p�ck�ng up the kep� of a sold�er who lay
dead not far away, he tenderly adjusted �t on h�s comrade. “It f�ts you
to a T. Now �f you can only walk everyone w�ll say we are a very
good-look�ng couple.”

Jean got on h�s legs and gave h�s head a shake to assure h�mself
�t was secure. It seemed a l�ttle heav�er than usual, that was all; he
thought he should get along well enough. A great wave of
tenderness swept through h�s s�mple soul; he caught Maur�ce �n h�s
arms and hugged h�m to h�s bosom, wh�le all he could f�nd to say
was:

“Ah! dear boy, dear boy!”
But the Pruss�ans were draw�ng near: �t would not answer to lo�ter

beh�nd the wall. Already L�eutenant Rochas, w�th what few men were
left h�m, was retreat�ng, guard�ng the flag, wh�ch the sous-l�eutenant
st�ll carr�ed under h�s arm, rolled around the staff. Lapoulle’s great
he�ght enabled h�m to f�re an occas�onal shot at the advanc�ng
enemy over the cop�ng of the wall, wh�le Pache had slung h�s
chassepot across h�s shoulder by the strap, doubtless cons�der�ng
that he had done a fa�r day’s work and �t was t�me to eat and sleep.
Maur�ce and Jean, stoop�ng unt�l they were bent almost double,
hastened to rejo�n them. There was no scarc�ty of muskets and
ammun�t�on; all they had to do was stoop and p�ck them up. They
equ�pped themselves afresh, hav�ng left everyth�ng beh�nd,
knapsacks �ncluded, when one lugged the other out of danger on h�s
shoulders. The wall extended to the wood of la Garenne, and the
l�ttle band, bel�ev�ng that now the�r safety was assured, made a rush



for the protect�on afforded by some farm bu�ld�ngs, whence they
read�ly ga�ned the shelter of the trees.

“Ah!” sa�d Rochas, draw�ng a long breath, “we w�ll rema�n here a
moment and get our w�nd before we resume the offens�ve.” No
advers�ty could shake h�s unwaver�ng fa�th.

They had not advanced many steps before all felt that they were
enter�ng the valley of death, but �t was useless to th�nk of retrac�ng
the�r steps; the�r only l�ne of retreat lay through the wood, and cross
�t they must, at every hazard. At that t�me, �nstead of la Garenne, �ts
more f�tt�ng name would have been the wood of despa�r and death;
the Pruss�ans, know�ng that the French troops were ret�r�ng �n that
d�rect�on, were r�ddl�ng �t w�th art�llery and musketry. Its shattered
branches tossed and groaned as �f endur�ng the scourg�ng of a
m�ghty tempest. The shells hewed down the stalwart trees, the
bullets brought the leaves flutter�ng to the earth �n showers; wa�l�ng
vo�ces seemed to �ssue from the cleft trunks, sobs accompan�ed the
l�ttle tw�gs as they fell bleed�ng from the parent stem. It m�ght have
been taken for the agony of some vast mult�tude, held there �n
cha�ns and unable to flee under the pelt�ng of that p�t�less �ron ha�l;
the shr�eks, the terror of thousands of creatures rooted to the
ground. Never was angu�sh so po�gnant as of that bombarded forest.

Maur�ce and Jean, who by th�s t�me had caught up w�th the�r
compan�ons, were greatly alarmed. The wood where they then were
was a growth of large trees, and there was no obstacle to the�r
runn�ng, but the bullets came wh�stl�ng about the�r ears from every
d�rect�on, mak�ng �t �mposs�ble for them to ava�l themselves of the
shelter of the trunks. Two men were k�lled, one of them struck �n the
back, the other �n front. A venerable oak, d�rectly �n Maur�ce’s path,
had �ts trunk shattered by a shell, and sank, w�th the stately grace of
a ma�led palad�n, carry�ng down all before �t, and even as the young
man was leap�ng back the top of a g�gant�c ash on h�s left, struck by
another shell, came crash�ng to the ground l�ke some tall cathedral
sp�re. Where could they fly? wh�ther bend the�r steps? Everywhere
the branches were fall�ng; �t was as one who should endeavor to fly
from some vast ed�f�ce menaced w�th destruct�on, only to f�nd h�mself
�n each room he enters �n success�on confronted w�th crumbl�ng



walls and ce�l�ngs. And when, �n order to escape be�ng crushed by
the b�g trees, they took refuge �n a th�cket of bushes, Jean came
near be�ng k�lled by a project�le, only �t fortunately fa�led to explode.
They could no longer make any progress now on account of the
dense growth of the shrubbery; the supple branches caught them
around the shoulders, the rank, tough grass held them by the ankles,
�mpenetrable walls of brambles rose before them and blocked the�r
way, wh�le all the t�me the fol�age was flutter�ng down about them,
cl�pped by the g�gant�c scythe that was mow�ng down the wood.
Another man was struck dead bes�de them by a bullet �n the
forehead, and he reta�ned h�s erect pos�t�on, caught �n some v�nes
between two small b�rch trees. Twenty t�mes, wh�le they were
pr�soners �n that th�cket, d�d they feel death hover�ng over them.

“Holy V�rg�n!” sa�d Maur�ce, “we shall never get out of th�s al�ve.”
H�s face was ashy pale, he was sh�ver�ng aga�n w�th terror; and

Jean, always so brave, who had cheered and comforted h�m that
morn�ng, he, also, was very wh�te and felt a strange, ch�ll sensat�on
creep�ng down h�s sp�ne. It was fear, horr�ble, contag�ous, �rres�st�ble
fear. Aga�n they were consc�ous of a consum�ng th�rst, an �ntolerable
dryness of the mouth, a contract�on of the throat, pa�nful as �f
someone were chok�ng them. These symptoms were accompan�ed
by nausea and qualms at the p�t of the stomach, wh�le malef�cent
gobl�ns kept punctur�ng the�r agu�sh, trembl�ng legs w�th needles.
Another of the phys�cal effects of the�r fear was that �n the congested
cond�t�on of the blood vessels of the ret�na they beheld thousands
upon thousands of small black specks fl�tt�ng past them, as �f �t had
been poss�ble to d�st�ngu�sh the fly�ng bullets.

“Confound the luck!” Jean stammered. “It �s not worth speak�ng of,
but �t’s vexat�ous all the same, to be here gett�ng one’s head broken
for other folks, when those other folks are at home, smok�ng the�r
p�pe �n comfort.”

“Yes, that’s so,” Maur�ce repl�ed, w�th a w�ld look. “Why should �t be
I rather than someone else?”

It was the revolt of the �nd�v�dual Ego, the unaltru�st�c refusal of the
one to make h�mself a sacr�f�ce for the benef�t of the spec�es.



“And then aga�n,” Jean cont�nued, “�f a fellow could but know the
r�ghts of the matter; �f he could be sure that any good was to come
from �t all.” Then turn�ng h�s head and glanc�ng at the western sky:
“Anyway, I w�sh that blamed sun would hurry up and go to roost.
Perhaps they’ll stop f�ght�ng when �t’s dark.”

W�th no d�st�nct �dea of what o’clock �t was and no means of
measur�ng the fl�ght of t�me, he had long been watch�ng the tardy
decl�nat�on of the f�ery d�sk, wh�ch seemed to h�m to have ceased to
move, hang�ng there �n the heavens over the woods of the left bank.
And th�s was not ow�ng to any lack of courage on h�s part; �t was
s�mply the overmaster�ng, ever �ncreas�ng des�re, amount�ng to an
�mper�ous necess�ty, to be rel�eved from the scream�ng and wh�stl�ng
of those project�les, to run away somewhere and f�nd a hole where
he m�ght h�de h�s head and lose h�mself �n obl�v�on. Were �t not for
the feel�ng of shame that �s �mplanted �n men’s breasts and keeps
them from show�ng the wh�te feather before the�r comrades, every
one of them would lose h�s head and run, �n sp�te of h�mself, l�ke the
ver�est poltroon.

Maur�ce and Jean, meanwh�le, were becom�ng somewhat more
accustomed to the�r surround�ngs, and even when the�r terror was at
�ts h�ghest there came to them a sort of exalted self-
unconsc�ousness that had �n �t someth�ng of bravery. They f�nally
reached a po�nt when they d�d not even hasten the�r steps as they
made the�r way through the accursed wood. The horror of the
bombardment was even greater than �t had been prev�ously among
that race of sylvan den�zens, k�lled at the�r post, struck down on
every hand, l�ke g�gant�c, fa�thful sentr�es. In the del�c�ous tw�l�ght that
re�gned, golden-green, beneath the�r umbrageous branches, among
the myster�ous recesses of romant�c, moss-carpeted retreats, Death
showed h�s �ll-favored, gr�nn�ng face. The sol�tary founta�ns were
contam�nated; men fell dead �n d�stant nooks whose depths had
h�therto been trod by none save wander�ng lovers. A bullet p�erced a
man’s chest; he had t�me to utter the one word: “h�t!” and fell forward
on h�s face, stone dead. Upon the l�ps of another, who had both legs
broken by a shell, the gay laugh rema�ned; unconsc�ous of h�s hurt,
he supposed he had tr�pped over a root. Others, �njured mortally,
would run on for some yards, jest�ng and convers�ng, unt�l suddenly



they went down l�ke a log �n the supreme convuls�on. The severest
wounds were hardly felt at the moment they were rece�ved; �t was
only at a later per�od that the terr�ble suffer�ng commenced, vent�ng
�tself �n shr�eks and hot tears.

Ah, that accursed wood, that wood of slaughter and despa�r,
where, am�d the sobb�ng of the exp�r�ng trees, arose by degrees and
swelled the agon�zed clamor of wounded men. Maur�ce and Jean
saw a zouave, nearly d�semboweled, propped aga�nst the trunk of an
oak, who kept up a most terr�f�c howl�ng, w�thout a moment’s
�nterm�ss�on. A l�ttle way beyond another man was actually be�ng
slowly roasted; h�s cloth�ng had taken f�re and the flames had run up
and caught h�s beard, wh�le he, paralyzed by a shot that had broken
h�s back, was s�lently weep�ng scald�ng tears. Then there was a
capta�n, who, one arm torn from �ts socket and h�s flank la�d open to
the th�gh, was wr�th�ng on the ground �n agony unspeakable,
beseech�ng, �n heartrend�ng accents, the by-passers to end h�s
suffer�ng. There were others, and others, and others st�ll, whose
torments may not be descr�bed, strew�ng the grass-grown paths �n
such numbers that the utmost caut�on was requ�red to avo�d tread�ng
them under foot. But the dead and wounded had ceased to count;
the comrade who fell by the way was abandoned to h�s fate,
forgotten as �f he had never been. No one turned to look beh�nd. It
was h�s dest�ny, poor dev�l! Next �t would be someone else,
themselves, perhaps.

They were approach�ng the edge of the wood when a cry of
d�stress was heard beh�nd them.

“Help! help!”
It was the subaltern standard-bearer, who had been shot through

the left lung. He had fallen, the blood pour�ng �n a stream from h�s
mouth, and as no one heeded h�s appeal he collected h�s fast ebb�ng
strength for another effort:

“To the colors!”
Rochas turned and �n a s�ngle bound was at h�s s�de. He took the

flag, the staff of wh�ch had been broken �n the fall, wh�le the young
off�cer murmured �n words that were choked by the bubbl�ng t�de of
blood and froth:



“Never m�nd me; I am a goner. Save the flag!”
And they left h�m to h�mself �n that charm�ng woodland glade to

wr�the �n protracted agony upon the ground, tear�ng up the grass w�th
h�s st�ffen�ng f�ngers and pray�ng for death, wh�ch would be hours yet
ere �t came to end h�s m�sery.

At last they had left the wood and �ts horrors beh�nd them. Bes�de
Maur�ce and Jean all that were left of the l�ttle band were L�eutenant
Rochas, Lapoulle and Pache. Gaude, who had strayed away from
h�s compan�ons, presently came runn�ng from a th�cket to rejo�n
them, h�s bugle hang�ng from h�s neck and thump�ng aga�nst h�s
back w�th every step he took. It was a great comfort to them all to
f�nd themselves once aga�n �n the open country, where they could
draw the�r breath; and then, too, there were no longer any wh�stl�ng
bullets and crash�ng shells to harass them; the f�r�ng had ceased on
th�s s�de of the valley.

The f�rst object they set eyes on was an off�cer who had re�ned �n
h�s smok�ng, steam�ng charger before a farm-yard gate and was
vent�ng h�s tower�ng rage �n a volley of B�ll�ngsgate. It was General
Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, the commander of the�r br�gade, covered w�th
dust and look�ng as �f he was about to tumble from h�s horse w�th
fat�gue. The chagr�n on h�s gross, h�gh-colored, an�mal face told how
deeply he took to heart the d�saster that he regarded �n the l�ght of a
personal m�sfortune. H�s command had seen noth�ng of h�m s�nce
morn�ng. Doubtless he was somewhere on the battlef�eld, str�v�ng to
rally the remnants of h�s br�gade, for he was not the man to look
closely to h�s own safety �n h�s rage aga�nst those Pruss�an batter�es
that had at the same t�me destroyed the emp�re and the fortunes of a
r�s�ng off�cer, the favor�te of the Tu�ler�es.

“Tonnerre de D�eu!” he shouted, “�s there no one of whom one can
ask a quest�on �n th�s d——-d country?”

The farmer’s people had apparently taken to the woods. At last a
very old woman appeared at the door, some servant who had been
forgotten, or whose feeble legs had compelled her to rema�n beh�nd.

“Hallo, old lady, come here! Wh�ch way from here �s Belg�um?”
She looked at h�m stup�dly, as one who fa�led to catch h�s

mean�ng. Then he lost all control of h�mself and effervesced,



forgetful that the woman was only a poor peasant, bellow�ng that he
had no �dea of go�ng back to Sedan to be caught l�ke a rat �n a trap;
not he! he was go�ng to make tracks for fore�gn parts, he was, and d
——-d qu�ck, too! Some sold�ers had come up and stood l�sten�ng.

“But you won’t get through, General,” spoke up a sergeant; “the
Pruss�ans are everywhere. Th�s morn�ng was the t�me for you to cut
st�ck.”

There were stor�es even then �n c�rculat�on of compan�es that had
become separated from the�r reg�ments and crossed the front�er
w�thout any �ntent�on of do�ng so, and of others that, later �n the day,
had succeeded �n break�ng through the enemy’s l�nes before the
arm�es had effected the�r f�nal junct�on.

The general shrugged h�s shoulders �mpat�ently. “What, w�th a few
dar�ng fellows of your str�pe, do you mean to say we couldn’t go
where we please? I th�nk I can f�nd f�fty daredev�ls to r�sk the�r sk�n �n
the attempt.” Then, turn�ng aga�n to the old peasant: “Eh! you old
mummy, answer, w�ll you, �n the dev�l’s name! where �s the front�er?”

She understood h�m th�s t�me. She extended her sk�nny arm �n the
d�rect�on of the forest.

“That way, that way!”
“Eh? What’s that you say? Those houses that we see down there,

at the end of the f�eld?”
“Oh! farther, much farther. Down yonder, away down yonder!”
The general seemed as �f h�s anger must suffocate h�m. “It �s too

d�sgust�ng, an �nfernal country l�ke th�s! one can make ne�ther top nor
ta�l of �t. There was Belg�um, r�ght under our nose; we were all afra�d
we should put our foot �n �t w�thout know�ng �t; and now that one
wants to go there �t �s somewhere else. No, no! �t �s too much; I’ve
had enough of �t; let them take me pr�soner �f they w�ll, let them do
what they choose w�th me; I am go�ng to bed!” And clapp�ng spurs to
h�s horse, bobb�ng up and down on h�s saddle l�ke an �nflated w�ne
sk�n, he galloped off toward Sedan.

A w�nd�ng path conducted the party down �nto the Fond de
G�vonne, an outsk�rt of the c�ty ly�ng between two h�lls, where the
s�ngle v�llage street, runn�ng north and south and slop�ng gently



upward toward the forest, was l�ned w�th gardens and modest
houses. Th�s street was just then so obstructed by fly�ng sold�ers that
L�eutenant Rochas, w�th Pache, Lapoulle, and Gaude, found h�mself
caught �n the throng and unable for the moment to move �n e�ther
d�rect�on. Maur�ce and Jean had some d�ff�culty �n rejo�n�ng them;
and all were surpr�sed to hear themselves ha�led by a husky,
drunken vo�ce, proceed�ng from the tavern on the corner, near wh�ch
they were blockaded.

“My stars, �f here a�n’t the gang! Hallo, boys, how are you? My
stars, I’m glad to see you!”

They turned, and recogn�zed Chouteau, lean�ng from a w�ndow of
the ground floor of the �nn. He seemed to be very drunk, and went
on, �nterspers�ng h�s speech w�th h�ccoughs:

“Say, fellows, don’t stand on ceremony �f you’re th�rsty. There’s
enough left for the comrades.” He turned unstead�ly and called to
someone who was �nv�s�ble w�th�n the room: “Come here, you
lazybones. G�ve these gentlemen someth�ng to dr�nk—”

Loubet appeared �n turn, advanc�ng w�th a flour�sh and hold�ng
aloft �n e�ther hand a full bottle, wh�ch he waved above h�s head
tr�umphantly. He was not so far gone as h�s compan�on; w�th h�s
Par�s�an blague, �m�tat�ng the nasal drawl of the coco-venders of the
boulevards on a publ�c hol�day, he cr�ed:

“Here you are, n�ce and cool, n�ce and cool! Who’ll have a dr�nk?”
Noth�ng had been seen of the prec�ous pa�r s�nce they had

van�shed under pretense of tak�ng Sergeant Sap�n �nto the
ambulance. It was suff�c�ently ev�dent that s�nce then they had been
stroll�ng and see�ng the s�ghts, tak�ng care to keep out of the way of
the shells, unt�l f�nally they had brought up at th�s �nn that was g�ven
over to p�llage.

L�eutenant Rochas was very angry. “Wa�t a b�t, you scoundrels,
just wa�t, and I’ll attend to your case! desert�ng and gett�ng drunk
wh�le the rest of your company were under f�re!”

But Chouteau would have none of h�s repr�mand. “See here, you
old lunat�c, I want you to understand that the grade of l�eutenant �s
abol�shed; we are all free and equal now. Aren’t you sat�sf�ed w�th



the bast�ng the Pruss�ans gave you to-day, or do you want some
more?”

The others had to restra�n the l�eutenant to keep h�m from
assault�ng the soc�al�st. Loubet h�mself, dandl�ng h�s bottles
affect�onately �n h�s arms, d�d what he could to pour o�l upon the
troubled waters.

“Qu�t that, now! what’s the use quarrel�ng, when all men are
brothers!” And catch�ng s�ght of Lapoulle and Pache, h�s compan�ons
�n the squad: “Don’t stand there l�ke great gawks, you fellows! Come
�n here and take someth�ng to wash the dust out of your throats.”

Lapoulle hes�tated a moment, d�mly consc�ous of the �mpropr�ety
there was �n the �ndulgence when so many poor dev�ls were �n such
sore d�stress, but he was so knocked up w�th fat�gue, so terr�bly
hungry and th�rsty! He sa�d not a word, but suddenly mak�ng up h�s
m�nd, gave one bound and landed �n the room, push�ng before h�m
Pache, who, equally s�lent, y�elded to the temptat�on he had not
strength to res�st. And they were seen no more.

“The �nfernal scoundrels!” muttered Rochas. “They deserve to be
shot, every mother’s son of them!”

He had now rema�n�ng w�th h�m of h�s party only Jean, Maur�ce,
and Gaude, and all four of them, notw�thstand�ng the�r res�stance,
were gradually �nvolved and swallowed up �n the torrent of stragglers
and fug�t�ves that streamed along the road, f�ll�ng �ts whole w�dth
from d�tch to d�tch. Soon they were at a d�stance from the �nn. It was
the routed army roll�ng down upon the ramparts of Sedan, a ro�ly,
roar�ng flood, such as the d�s�ntegrated mass of earth and boulders
that the storm, scour�ng the mounta�ns�de, sweeps down �nto the
valley. From all the surround�ng plateaus, down every slope, up
every narrow gorge, by the Flo�ng road, by P�erremont, by the
cemetery, by the Champ de Mars, as well as through the Fond de
G�vonne, the same sorry rabble was stream�ng c�tyward �n pan�c
haste, and every �nstant brought fresh access�ons to �ts numbers.
And who could reproach those wretched men, who, for twelve long,
mortal hours, had stood �n mot�onless array under the murderous
art�llery of an �nv�s�ble enemy, aga�nst whom they could do noth�ng?
The batter�es now were play�ng on them from front, flank, and rear;



as they drew nearer the c�ty they presented a fa�rer mark for the
convergent f�re; the guns dealt death and destruct�on out by
wholesale on that dense, struggl�ng mass of men �n that accursed
hole, where there was no escape from the burst�ng shells. Some
reg�ments of the 7th corps, more part�cularly those that had been
stat�oned about Flo�ng, had left the f�eld �n tolerably good order, but
�n the Fond de G�vonne there was no longer e�ther organ�zat�on or
command; the troops were a push�ng, struggl�ng mob, composed of
debr�s from reg�ments of every descr�pt�on, zouaves, turcos,
chasseurs, �nfantry of the l�ne, most of them w�thout arms, the�r
un�forms so�led and torn, w�th gr�my hands, blackened faces,
bloodshot eyes start�ng from the�r sockets and l�ps swollen and
d�storted from the�r yells of fear or rage. At t�mes a r�derless horse
would dash through the throng, overturn�ng those who were �n h�s
path and leav�ng beh�nd h�m a long wake of consternat�on. Then
some guns went thunder�ng by at breakneck speed, a retreat�ng
battery abandoned by �ts off�cers, and the dr�vers, as �f drunk, rode
down everyth�ng and everyone, g�v�ng no word of warn�ng. And st�ll
the shuffl�ng tramp of many feet along the dusty road went on and
ceased not, the close-compacted column pressed on, breast to back,
s�de to s�de; a retreat en masse, where vacanc�es �n the ranks were
f�lled as soon as made, all moved by one common �mpulse, to reach
the shelter that lay before them and be beh�nd a wall.

Aga�n Jean ra�sed h�s head and gave an anx�ous glance toward
the west; through the dense clouds of dust ra�sed by the tramp of
that great mult�tude the lum�nary st�ll poured h�s scorch�ng rays down
upon the exhausted men. The sunset was magn�f�cent, the heavens
transparently, beaut�fully blue.

“It’s a nu�sance, all the same,” he muttered, “that plaguey sun that
stays up there and won’t go to roost!”

Suddenly Maur�ce became aware of the presence of a young
woman whom the movement of the res�stless throng had jammed
aga�nst a wall and who was �n danger of be�ng �njured, and on
look�ng more attent�vely was astounded to recogn�ze �n her h�s s�ster
Henr�ette. For near a m�nute he stood gaz�ng at her �n open-mouthed



amazement, and f�nally �t was she who spoke, w�thout any
appearance of surpr�se, as �f she found the meet�ng ent�rely natural.

“They shot h�m at Baze�lles—and I was there. Then, �n the hope
that they m�ght at least let me have h�s body, I had an �dea—”

She d�d not ment�on e�ther We�ss or the Pruss�ans by name; �t
seemed to her that everyone must understand. Maur�ce d�d
understand. It made h�s heart bleed; he gave a great sob.

“My poor darl�ng!”
When, about two o’clock, Henr�ette recovered consc�ousness, she

found herself at Balan, �n the k�tchen of some people who were
strangers to her, her head rest�ng on a table, weep�ng. Almost
�mmed�ately, however, she dr�ed her tears; already the hero�c
element was reassert�ng �tself �n that s�lent woman, so fra�l, so
gentle, yet of a sp�r�t so �ndom�table that she could suffer martyrdom
for the fa�th, or the love, that was �n her. She knew not fear; her
qu�et, undemonstrat�ve courage was lofty and �nv�nc�ble. When her
d�stress was deepest she had summoned up her resolut�on, devot�ng
her reflect�ons to how she m�ght recover her husband’s body, so as
to g�ve �t decent bur�al. Her f�rst project was ne�ther more nor less
than to make her way back to Baze�lles, but everyone adv�sed her
aga�nst th�s course, assur�ng her that �t would be absolutely
�mposs�ble to get through the German l�nes. She therefore
abandoned the �dea, and tr�ed to th�nk of someone among her
acqua�ntance who would afford her the protect�on of h�s company, or
at least ass�st her �n the necessary prel�m�nar�es. The person to
whom she determ�ned she would apply was a M. Dubreu�l, a cous�n
of hers, who had been ass�stant super�ntendent of the ref�nery at
Chêne at the t�me her husband was employed there; We�ss had
been a favor�te of h�s; he would not refuse her h�s ass�stance. S�nce
the t�me, now two years ago, when h�s w�fe had �nher�ted a
handsome fortune, he had been occupy�ng a pretty v�lla, called the
Herm�tage, the terraces of wh�ch could be seen sk�rt�ng the h�lls�de of
a suburb of Sedan, on the further s�de of the Fond de G�vonne. And
thus �t was toward the Herm�tage that she was now bend�ng her
steps, compelled at every moment to pause before some fresh



obstacle, cont�nually menaced w�th be�ng knocked down and
trampled to death.

Maur�ce, to whom she br�efly expla�ned her project, gave �t h�s
approval.

“Cous�n Dubreu�l has always been a good fr�end to us. He w�ll be
of serv�ce to you.”

Then an �dea of another nature occurred to h�m. L�eutenant
Rochas was greatly embarrassed as to what d�spos�t�on he should
make of the flag. They all were f�rmly resolved to save �t—to do
anyth�ng rather than allow �t to fall �nto the hands of the Pruss�ans. It
had been suggested to cut �t �nto p�eces, of wh�ch each should carry
one off under h�s sh�rt, or else to bury �t at the foot of a tree, so
not�ng the local�ty �n memory that they m�ght be able to come and
d�s�nter �t at some future day; but the �dea of mut�lat�ng the flag, or
bury�ng �t l�ke a corpse, affected them too pa�nfully, and they were
cons�der�ng �f they m�ght not preserve �t �n some other manner. When
Maur�ce, therefore, proposed to entrust the standard to a rel�able
person who would conceal �t and, �n case of necess�ty, defend �t, unt�l
such day as he should restore �t to them �ntact, they all gave the�r
assent.

“Come,” sa�d the young man, address�ng h�s s�ster, “we w�ll go w�th
you to the Herm�tage and see �f Dubreu�l �s there. Bes�des, I do not
w�sh to leave you w�thout protect�on.”

It was no easy matter to extr�cate themselves from the press, but
they succeeded f�nally and entered a path that led upward on the�r
left. They soon found themselves �n a reg�on �ntersected by a perfect
labyr�nth of lanes and narrow passages, a d�str�ct where truck farms
and gardens predom�nated, �nterspersed w�th an occas�onal v�lla and
small hold�ngs of extremely �rregular outl�ne, and these lanes and
passages wound c�rcu�tously between blank walls, turn�ng sharp
corners at every few steps and br�ng�ng up abruptly �n the cul-de-sac
of some courtyard, afford�ng adm�rable fac�l�t�es for carry�ng on a
guer�lla warfare; there were spots where ten men m�ght defend
themselves for hours aga�nst a reg�ment. Desultory f�r�ng was
already beg�nn�ng to be heard, for the suburb commanded Balan,



and the Bavar�ans were already com�ng up on the other s�de of the
valley.

When Maur�ce and Henr�ette, who were �n the rear of the others,
had turned once to the left, then to the r�ght and then to the left
aga�n, follow�ng the course of two �nterm�nable walls, they suddenly
came out before the Herm�tage, the door of wh�ch stood w�de open.
The grounds, at the top of wh�ch was a small park, were terraced off
�n three broad terraces, on one of wh�ch stood the res�dence, a
roomy, rectangular structure, approached by an avenue of venerable
elms. Fac�ng �t, and separated from �t by the deep, narrow valley,
w�th �ts steeply slop�ng banks, were other s�m�lar country seats,
backed by a wood.

Henr�ette’s anx�ety was aroused at s�ght of the open door, “They
are not at home,” she sa�d; “they must have gone away.”

The truth was that Dubreu�l had dec�ded the day before to take h�s
w�fe and ch�ldren to Bou�llon, where they would be �n safety from the
d�saster he felt was �mpend�ng. And yet the house was not
unoccup�ed; even at a d�stance and through the �nterven�ng trees the
approach�ng party were consc�ous of movements go�ng on w�th�n �ts
walls. As the young woman advanced �nto the avenue she reco�led
before the dead body of a Pruss�an sold�er.

“The dev�l!” excla�med Rochas; “so they have already been
exchang�ng c�v�l�t�es �n th�s quarter!”

Then all hands, des�r�ng to ascerta�n what was go�ng on, hurr�ed
forward to the house, and there the�r cur�os�ty was qu�ckly grat�f�ed;
the doors and w�ndows of the rez-de-chaussée had been smashed
�n w�th musket-butts and the yawn�ng apertures d�sclosed the
destruct�on that the marauders had wrought �n the rooms w�th�n,
wh�le on the graveled terrace lay var�ous art�cles of furn�ture that had
been hurled from the stoop. Part�cularly not�ceable was a draw�ng-
room su�te �n sky-blue sat�n, �ts sofa and twelve fauteu�ls p�led �n d�re
confus�on, helter-skelter, on and around a great center table, the
marble top of wh�ch was broken �n twa�n. And there were zouaves,
chasseurs, l�ners, and men of the �nfanter�e de mar�ne runn�ng to and
fro exc�tedly beh�nd the bu�ld�ngs and �n the alleys, d�scharg�ng the�r
p�eces �nto the l�ttle wood that faced them across the valley.



“L�eutenant,” a zouave sa�d to Rochas, by way of explanat�on, “we
found a pack of those d�rty Pruss�an hounds here, smash�ng th�ngs
and ra�s�ng Ca�n generally. We settled the�r hash for them, as you
can see for yourself; only they w�ll be com�ng back here presently,
ten to our one, and that won’t be so pleasant.”

Three other corpses of Pruss�an sold�ers were stretched upon the
terrace. As Henr�ette was look�ng at them absently, her thoughts
doubtless far away w�th her husband, who, am�d the blood and
ashes of Baze�lles, was also sleep�ng h�s last sleep, a bullet wh�stled
close to her head and struck a tree that stood beh�nd her. Jean
sprang forward.

“Madame, don’t stay there. Go �ns�de the house, qu�ck, qu�ck!”
H�s heart overflowed w�th p�ty as he beheld the change her terr�ble

affl�ct�on had wrought �n her, and he recalled her �mage as she had
appeared to h�m only the day before, her face br�ght w�th the k�ndly
sm�le of the happy, lov�ng w�fe. At f�rst he had found no word to say
to her, hardly know�ng even �f she would recogn�ze h�m. He felt that
he could gladly g�ve h�s l�fe, �f that would serve to restore her peace
of m�nd.

“Go �ns�de, and don’t come out. At the f�rst s�gn of danger we w�ll
come for you, and we w�ll all escape together by way of the wood up
yonder.”

But she apathet�cally repl�ed:
“Ah, M. Jean, what �s the use?”
Her brother, however, was also urg�ng her, and f�nally she

ascended the stoop and took her pos�t�on w�th�n the vest�bule,
whence her v�s�on commanded a v�ew of the avenue �n �ts ent�re
length. She was a spectator of the ensu�ng combat.

Maur�ce and Jean had posted themselves beh�nd one of the elms
near the house. The g�gant�c trunks of the centenar�an monarchs
were amply suff�c�ent to afford shelter to two men. A l�ttle way from
them Gaude, the bugler, had jo�ned forces w�th L�eutenant Rochas,
who, unw�ll�ng to conf�de the flag to other hands, had rested �t
aga�nst the tree at h�s s�de wh�le he handled h�s musket. And every
trunk had �ts defenders; from end to end the avenue was l�ned w�th



men covered, Ind�an fash�on, by the trees, who only exposed the�r
head when ready to f�re.

In the wood across the valley the Pruss�ans appeared to be
rece�v�ng re-enforcements, for the�r f�re gradually grew warmer.
There was no one to be seen; at most, the sw�ftly van�sh�ng form
now and then of a man chang�ng h�s pos�t�on. A v�lla, w�th green
shutters, was occup�ed by the�r sharpshooters, who f�red from the
half-open w�ndows of the rez-de-chaussée. It was about four o’clock,
and the no�se of the cannonade �n the d�stance was d�m�n�sh�ng, the
guns were be�ng s�lenced one by one; and there they were, French
and Pruss�ans, �n that out-of-the-way-corner whence they could not
see the wh�te flag float�ng over the c�tadel, st�ll engaged �n the work
of mutual slaughter, as �f the�r quarrel had been a personal one.
Notw�thstand�ng the arm�st�ce there were many such po�nts where
the battle cont�nued to rage unt�l �t was too dark to see; the rattle of
musketry was heard �n the faubourg of the Fond de G�vonne and �n
the gardens of Pet�t-Pont long after �t had ceased elsewhere.

For a quarter of an hour the bullets flew th�ck and fast from one
s�de of the valley to the other. Now and aga�n someone who was so
�ncaut�ous as to expose h�mself went down w�th a ball �n h�s head or
chest. There were three men ly�ng dead �n the avenue. The rattl�ng �n
the throat of another man who had fallen prone upon h�s face was
someth�ng horr�ble to l�sten to, and no one thought to go and turn
h�m on h�s back to ease h�s dy�ng agony. Jean, who happened to
look around just at that moment, beheld Henr�ette gl�de tranqu�lly
down the steps, approach the wounded man and turn h�m over, then
sl�p a knapsack beneath h�s head by way of p�llow. He ran and
se�zed her and forc�bly brought her back beh�nd the tree where he
and Maur�ce were posted.

“Do you w�sh to be k�lled?”
She appeared to be ent�rely unconsc�ous of the danger to wh�ch

she had exposed herself.
“Why, no—but I am afra�d to rema�n �n that house, all alone. I

would rather be outs�de.”
And so she stayed w�th them. They seated her on the ground at

the�r feet, aga�nst the trunk of the tree, and went on expend�ng the



few cartr�dges that were left them, blaz�ng away to r�ght and left, w�th
such fury that they qu�te forgot the�r sensat�ons of fear and fat�gue.
They were utterly unconsc�ous of what was go�ng on around them,
act�ng mechan�cally, w�th but one end �n v�ew; even the �nst�nct of
self-preservat�on had deserted them.

“Look, Maur�ce,” suddenly sa�d Henr�ette; “that dead sold�er there
before us, does he not belong to the Pruss�an Guard?”

She had been ey�ng attent�vely for the past m�nute or two one of
the dead bod�es that the enemy had left beh�nd them when they
retreated, a short, th�ck-set young man, w�th b�g mustaches, ly�ng
upon h�s s�de on the gravel of the terrace.

The ch�n-strap had broken, releas�ng the sp�ked helmet, wh�ch had
rolled away a few steps. And �t was �nd�sputable that the body was
att�red �n the un�form of the Guard; the dark gray trousers, the blue
tun�c w�th wh�te fac�ngs, the greatcoat rolled and worn, belt-w�se,
across the shoulder.

“It �s the Guard un�form,” she sa�d; “I am qu�te certa�n of �t. It �s
exactly l�ke the colored plate I have at home, and then the
photograph that Cous�n Gunther sent us—” She stopped suddenly,
and w�th her unconcerned, fearless a�r, before anyone could make a
mot�on to deta�n her, walked up to the corpse, bent down and read
the number of the reg�ment. “Ah, the Forty-th�rd!” she excla�med. “I
knew �t.”

And she returned to her pos�t�on, wh�le a storm of bullets wh�stled
around her ears. “Yes, the Forty-th�rd; Cous�n Gunther’s reg�ment—
someth�ng told me �t must be so. Ah! �f my poor husband were only
here!”

After that all Jean’s and Maur�ce’s entreat�es were �neffectual to
make her keep qu�et. She was fever�shly restless, constantly
protrud�ng her head to peer �nto the oppos�te wood, ev�dently
harassed by some anx�ety that preyed upon her m�nd. Her
compan�ons cont�nued to load and f�re w�th the same bl�nd fury,
push�ng her back w�th the�r knee whenever she exposed herself too
rashly. It looked as �f the Pruss�ans were beg�nn�ng to cons�der that
the�r numbers would warrant them �n attack�ng, for they showed
themselves more frequently and there were ev�dences of



preparat�ons go�ng on beh�nd the trees. They were suffer�ng
severely, however, from the f�re of the French, whose bullets at that
short range rarely fa�led to br�ng down the�r man.

“That may be your cous�n,” sa�d Jean. “Look, that off�cer over
there, who has just come out of the house w�th the green shutters.”

He was a capta�n, as could be seen by the gold bra�d on the collar
of h�s tun�c and the golden eagle on h�s helmet that flashed back the
level ray of the sett�ng sun. He had d�scarded h�s epaulettes, and
carry�ng h�s saber �n h�s r�ght hand, was shout�ng an order �n a
sharp, �mperat�ve vo�ce; and the d�stance between them was so
small, a scant two hundred yards, that every deta�l of h�s tr�m,
slender f�gure was pla�nly d�scern�ble, as well as the p�nk�sh, stern
face and sl�ght blond mustache.

Henr�ette scrut�n�zed h�m w�th attent�ve eyes. “It �s he,” she repl�ed,
apparently unsurpr�sed. “I recogn�ze h�m perfectly.”

W�th a look of concentrated rage Maur�ce drew h�s p�ece to h�s
shoulder and covered h�m. “The cous�n—Ah! sure as there �s a God
�n heaven he shall pay for We�ss.”

But, qu�ver�ng w�th exc�tement, she jumped to her feet and
knocked up the weapon, whose charge was wasted on the a�r.

“Stop, stop! we must not k�ll acqua�ntances, relat�ves! It �s too
barbarous.”

And, all her womanly �nst�ncts com�ng back to her, she sank down
beh�nd the tree and gave way to a f�t of v�olent weep�ng. The horror
of �t all was too much for her; �n her great dread and sorrow she was
forgetful of all bes�de.

Rochas, meant�me, was �n h�s element. He had exc�ted the few
zouaves and other troops around h�m to such a p�tch of frenzy, the�r
f�re had become so murderously effect�ve at s�ght of the Pruss�ans,
that the latter f�rst wavered and then retreated to the shelter of the�r
wood.

“Stand your ground, my boys! don’t g�ve way an �nch! Aha, see
’em run, the cowards! we’ll f�x the�r fl�nt for ’em!”

He was �n h�gh sp�r�ts and seemed to have recovered all h�s
unbounded conf�dence, certa�n that v�ctory was yet to crown the�r



efforts. There had been no defeat. The handful of men before h�m
stood �n h�s eyes for the un�ted arm�es of Germany, and he was
go�ng to destroy them at h�s le�sure. All h�s long, lean form, all h�s
th�n, bony face, where the huge nose curved down upon the self-
w�lled, sensual mouth, exhaled a laugh�ng, va�n-glor�ous sat�sfact�on,
the joy of the conquer�ng trooper who goes through the world w�th
h�s sweetheart on h�s arm and a bottle of good w�ne �n h�s hand.

“Parbleu, my ch�ldren, what are we here for, I’d l�ke to know, �f not
to l�ck ’em out of the�r boots? and that’s the way th�s affa�r �s go�ng to
end, just mark my words. We shouldn’t know ourselves any longer �f
we should let ourselves be beaten. Beaten! come, come, that �s too
good! When the ne�ghbors tread on our toes, or when we feel we are
beg�nn�ng to grow rusty for want of someth�ng to do, we just turn to
and g�ve ’em a thrash�ng; that’s all there �s to �t. Come, boys, let ’em
have �t once more, and you’ll see ’em run l�ke so many jackrabb�ts!”

He bellowed and gest�culated l�ke a lunat�c, and was such a good
fellow w�thal �n the comfort�ng �llus�on of h�s �gnorance that the men
were �noculated w�th h�s conf�dence. He suddenly broke out aga�n:

“And we’ll k�ck ’em, we’ll k�ck ’em, we’ll k�ck ’em to the front�er!
V�ctory, v�ctory!”

But at that juncture, just as the enemy across the valley seemed
really to be fall�ng back, a hot f�re of musketry came pour�ng �n on
them from the left. It was a repet�t�on of the everlast�ng flank�ng
movement that had done the Pruss�ans such good serv�ce; a strong
detachment of the Guards had crept around toward the French rear
through the Fond de G�vonne. It was useless to th�nk of hold�ng the
pos�t�on longer; the l�ttle band of men who were defend�ng the
terraces were caught between two f�res and menaced w�th be�ng cut
off from Sedan. Men fell on every s�de, and for a moment the
confus�on was extreme; the Pruss�ans were already scal�ng the wall
of the park, and advanc�ng along the pathways. Some zouaves
rushed forward to repel them, and there was a f�erce hand-to-hand
struggle w�th the bayonet. There was one zouave, a b�g, handsome,
brown-bearded man, bare-headed and w�th h�s jacket hang�ng �n
tatters from h�s shoulders, who d�d h�s work w�th appall�ng
thoroughness, dr�v�ng h�s reek�ng bayonet home through spl�nter�ng



bones and y�eld�ng t�ssues, cleans�ng �t of the gore that �t had
contracted from one man by plung�ng �t �nto the flesh of another; and
when �t broke he la�d about h�m, smash�ng many a skull, w�th the butt
of h�s musket; and when f�nally he made a m�sstep and lost h�s
weapon he sprung, bare-handed, for the throat of a burly Pruss�an,
w�th such t�ger�sh f�erceness that both men rolled over and over on
the gravel to the shattered k�tchen door, clasped �n a mortal
embrace. The trees of the park looked down on many such scenes
of slaughter, and the green lawn was p�led w�th corpses. But �t was
before the stoop, around the sky-blue sofa and fauteu�ls, that the
confl�ct raged w�th greatest fury; a maddened mob of savages, f�r�ng
at one another at po�nt-blank range, so that ha�r and beards were set
on f�re, tear�ng one another w�th teeth and na�ls when a kn�fe was
want�ng to slash the adversary’s throat.

Then Gaude, w�th h�s sorrowful face, the face of a man who has
had h�s troubles of wh�ch he does not care to speak, was se�zed w�th
a sort of sudden hero�c madness. At that moment of �rretr�evable
defeat, when he must have known that the company was ann�h�lated
and that there was not a man left to answer h�s summons, he
grasped h�s bugle, carr�ed �t to h�s l�ps and sounded the general, �n
so tempestuous, ear-spl�tt�ng stra�ns that one would have sa�d he
w�shed to wake the dead. Nearer and nearer came the Pruss�ans,
but he never st�rred, only sound�ng the call the louder, w�th all the
strength of h�s lungs. He fell, p�erced w�th many bullets, and h�s sp�r�t
passed �n one long-drawn, part�ng wa�l that d�ed away and was lost
upon the shudder�ng a�r.

Rochas made no attempt to fly; he seemed unable to
comprehend. Even more erect than usual, he wa�ted the end,
stammer�ng:

“Well, what’s the matter? what’s the matter?”
Such a poss�b�l�ty had never entered h�s head as that they could

be defeated. They were chang�ng everyth�ng �n these degenerate
days, even to the manner of f�ght�ng; had not those fellows a r�ght to
rema�n on the�r own s�de of the valley and wa�t for the French to go
and attack them? There was no use k�ll�ng them; as fast as they
were k�lled more kept popp�ng up. What k�nd of a d——-d war was �t,



anyway, where they were able to collect ten men aga�nst the�r
opponent’s one, where they never showed the�r face unt�l even�ng,
after blaz�ng away at you all day w�th the�r art�llery unt�l you d�dn’t
know on wh�ch end you were stand�ng? Aghast and confounded,
hav�ng fa�led so far to acqu�re the f�rst �dea of the rat�onale of the
campa�gn, he was d�mly consc�ous of the ex�stence of some
myster�ous, super�or method wh�ch he could not comprehend,
aga�nst wh�ch he ceased to struggle, although �n h�s dogged
stubbornness he kept repeat�ng mechan�cally:

“Courage, my ch�ldren! v�ctory �s before us!”
Meanwh�le he had stooped and clutched the flag. That was h�s

last, h�s only thought, to save the flag, retreat�ng aga�n, �f necessary,
so that �t m�ght not be def�led by contact w�th Pruss�an hands. But
the staff, although �t was broken, became entangled �n h�s legs; he
narrowly escaped fall�ng. The bullets wh�stled past h�m, he felt that
death was near; he str�pped the s�lk from the staff and tore �t �nto
shreds, str�v�ng to destroy �t utterly. And then �t was that, str�cken at
once �n the neck, chest, and legs, he sank to earth am�d the br�ght
tr�-colored rags, as �f they had been h�s pall. He surv�ved a moment
yet, gaz�ng before h�m w�th f�xed, d�lated eyes, read�ng, perhaps, �n
the v�s�on he beheld on the hor�zon the stern lesson that War
conveys, the cruel, v�tal struggle that �s to be accepted not otherw�se
than gravely, reverently, as �mmutable law. Then a sl�ght tremor ran
through h�s frame, and darkness succeeded to h�s �nfant�ne
bew�lderment; he passed away, l�ke some poor dumb, lowly creature
of a day, a joyous �nsect that m�ghty, �mpass�ve Nature, �n her
relentless fatal�ty, has caught and crushed. In h�m d�ed all a legend.

When the Pruss�ans began to draw near Jean and Maur�ce had
retreated, ret�r�ng from tree to tree, face to the enemy, and always,
as far as poss�ble, keep�ng Henr�ette beh�nd them. They d�d not g�ve
over f�r�ng, d�scharg�ng the�r p�eces and then fall�ng back to seek a
fresh cover. Maur�ce knew where there was a l�ttle w�cket �n the wall
at the upper part of the park, and they were so fortunate as to f�nd �t
unfastened. W�th l�ghter hearts when they had left �t beh�nd them,
they found themselves �n a narrow by-road that wound between two
h�gh walls, but after follow�ng �t for some d�stance the sound of f�r�ng



�n front caused them to turn �nto a path on the�r left. As luck would
have �t, �t ended �n an �mpasse; they had to retrace the�r steps,
runn�ng the gauntlet of the bullets, and take the turn�ng to the r�ght.
When they came to exchange rem�n�scences �n later days they could
never agree on wh�ch road they had taken. In that tangled network of
suburban lanes and passages there was f�r�ng st�ll go�ng on from
every corner that afforded a shelter, protracted battles raged at the
gates of farmyards, everyth�ng that could be converted �nto a
barr�cade had �ts defenders, from whom the assa�lants tr�ed to wrest
�t; all w�th the utmost fury and v�nd�ct�veness. And all at once they
came out upon the Fond de G�vonne road, not far from Sedan.

For the th�rd t�me Jean ra�sed h�s eyes toward the western sky,
that was all aflame w�th a br�ght, rosy l�ght; and he heaved a s�gh of
unspeakable rel�ef.

“Ah, that p�g of a sun! at last he �s go�ng to bed!”
And they ran w�th m�ght and ma�n, all three of them, never once

stopp�ng to draw breath. About them, f�ll�ng the road �n all �ts breadth,
was the rear-guard of fug�t�ves from the battlef�eld, st�ll flow�ng
onward w�th the �rres�st�ble momentum of an uncha�ned mounta�n
torrent. When they came to the Balan gate they had a long per�od of
wa�t�ng �n the m�dst of the �mpat�ent, ungovernable throng. The
cha�ns of the drawbr�dge had g�ven way, and the only path across
the fosse was by the foot-br�dge, so that the guns and horses had to
turn back and seek adm�ss�on by the br�dge of the château, where
the jam was sa�d to be even st�ll more fearful. At the gate of la
Cass�ne, too, people were trampled to death �n the�r eagerness to
ga�n adm�ttance. From all the adjacent he�ghts the terror-str�cken
fragments of the army came tumbl�ng �nto the c�ty, as �nto a
cesspool, w�th the hollow roar of pent-up water that has burst �ts
dam. The fatal attract�on of those walls had ended by mak�ng
cowards of the bravest; men trod one another down �n the�r bl�nd
haste to be under cover.

Maur�ce had caught Henr�ette �n h�s arms, and �n a vo�ce that
trembled w�th suspense:

“It cannot be,” he sa�d, “that they w�ll have the cruelty to close the
gate and shut us out.”



That was what the crowd feared would be done. To r�ght and left,
however, upon the glac�s sold�ers were already arrang�ng the�r
b�vouacs, wh�le ent�re batter�es, guns, ca�ssons, and horses, �n
confus�on worse confounded, had thrown themselves pell-mell �nto
the fosse for safety.

But now shr�ll, �mpat�ent bugle calls rose on the even�ng a�r,
followed soon by the long-drawn stra�ns of retreat. They were
summon�ng the belated sold�ers back to the�r comrades, who came
runn�ng �n, s�ngly and �n groups. A dropp�ng f�re of musketry st�ll
cont�nued �n the faubourgs, but �t was gradually dy�ng out. Heavy
guards were stat�oned on the banquette beh�nd the parapet to
protect the approaches, and at last the gate was closed. The
Pruss�ans were w�th�n a hundred yards of the sally-port; they could
be seen mov�ng on the Balan road, tranqu�lly establ�sh�ng
themselves �n the houses and gardens.

Maur�ce and Jean, push�ng Henr�ette before them to protect her
from the jostl�ng of the throng, were among the last to enter Sedan.
S�x o’clock was str�k�ng. The art�llery f�re had ceased nearly an hour
ago. Soon the d�stant musketry f�re, too, was s�lenced. Then, to the
deafen�ng uproar, to the vengeful thunder that had been roar�ng
s�nce morn�ng, there succeeded a st�llness as of death. N�ght came,
and w�th �t came a bod�ng s�lence, fraught w�th terror.



VIII.

At half-past f�ve o’clock, after the clos�ng of the gates, Delaherche,
�n h�s eager th�rst for news, now that he knew the battle lost, had
aga�n returned to the Sous-Prefecture. He hung pers�stently about
the approaches of the jan�tor’s lodge, tramp�ng up and down the
paved courtyard w�th fever�sh �mpat�ence, for more than three hours,
watch�ng for every off�cer who came up and �nterv�ew�ng h�m, and
thus �t was that he had become acqua�nted, p�ecemeal, w�th the
rap�d ser�es of events; how General de W�mpffen had tendered h�s
res�gnat�on and then w�thdrawn �t upon the peremptory refusal of
Generals Ducrot and Douay to append the�r names to the art�cles of
cap�tulat�on, how the Emperor had thereupon �nvested the General
w�th full author�ty to proceed to the Pruss�an headquarters and treat
for the surrender of the vanqu�shed army on the most advantageous
terms obta�nable; how, f�nally, a counc�l of war had been convened
w�th the object of dec�d�ng what poss�b�l�t�es there were of further
protract�ng the struggle successfully by the defense of the fortress.
Dur�ng the del�berat�ons of th�s counc�l, wh�ch cons�sted of some
twenty off�cers of the h�ghest rank and seemed to h�m as �f �t would
never end, the cloth manufacturer cl�mbed the steps of the huge
publ�c bu�ld�ng at least twenty t�mes, and at last h�s cur�os�ty was
grat�f�ed by behold�ng General de W�mpffen emerge, very red �n the
face and h�s eyel�ds puffed and swollen w�th tears, beh�nd whom
came two other generals and a colonel. They leaped �nto the saddle
and rode away over the Pont de Meuse. The bells had struck e�ght
some t�me before; the �nev�table cap�tulat�on was now to be
accompl�shed, from wh�ch there was no escape.

Delaherche, somewhat rel�eved �n m�nd by what he had heard and
seen, remembered that �t was a long t�me s�nce he had tasted food



and resolved to turn h�s steps homeward, but the terr�f�c crowd that
had collected s�nce he f�rst came made h�m pause �n d�smay. It �s no
exaggerat�on to say that the streets and squares were so congested,
so thronged, so densely packed w�th horses, men, and guns, that
one would have declared the closely compacted mass could only
have been squeezed and wedged �n there thus by the effort of some
g�gant�c mechan�sm. Wh�le the ramparts were occup�ed by the
b�vouacs of such reg�ments as had fallen back �n good order, the c�ty
had been �nvaded and submerged by an angry, surg�ng, desperate
flood, the broken remnants of the var�ous corps, stragglers and
fug�t�ves from all arms of the serv�ce, and the dammed-up t�de made
�t �mposs�ble for one to st�r foot or hand. The wheels of the guns, of
the ca�ssons, and the �nnumerable veh�cles of every descr�pt�on, had
�nterlocked and were tangled �n confus�on worse confounded, wh�le
the poor horses, flogged unmerc�fully by the�r dr�vers and pulled, now
�n th�s d�rect�on, now �n that, could only dance �n the�r bew�lderment,
unable to move a step e�ther forward or back. And the men, deaf to
reproaches and threats al�ke, forced the�r way �nto the houses,
devoured whatever they could lay hands on, flung themselves down
to sleep wherever they could f�nd a vacant space, �t m�ght be �n the
best bedroom or �n the cellar. Many of them had fallen �n doorways,
where they blocked the vest�bule; others, w�thout strength to go
farther, lay extended on the s�dewalks and slept the sleep of death,
not even r�s�ng when some by-passer trod on them and bru�sed an
arm or leg, preferr�ng the r�sk of death to the fat�gue of chang�ng the�r
locat�on.

These th�ngs all helped to make Delaherche st�ll more keenly
consc�ous of the necess�ty of �mmed�ate cap�tulat�on. There were
some quarters �n wh�ch numerous ca�ssons were packed so close
together that they were �n contact, and a s�ngle Pruss�an shell
al�ght�ng on one of them must �nev�tably have exploded them all,
enta�l�ng the �mmed�ate destruct�on of the c�ty by conflagrat�on. Then,
too, what could be accompl�shed w�th such an assemblage of
m�serable wretches, depr�ved of all the�r powers, mental and
phys�cal, by reason of the�r long-endured pr�vat�ons, and dest�tute of
e�ther ammun�t�on or subs�stence? Merely to clear the streets and
reduce them to a cond�t�on of someth�ng l�ke order would requ�re a



whole day. The place was ent�rely �ncapable of defense, hav�ng
ne�ther guns nor prov�s�ons.

These were the cons�derat�ons that had preva�led at the counc�l
among those more reasonable off�cers who, �n the m�dst of the�r gr�ef
and sorrow for the�r country and the army, had reta�ned a clear and
und�storted v�ew of the s�tuat�on as �t was; and the more hot-headed
among them, those who cr�ed w�th emot�on that �t was �mposs�ble for
an army to surrender thus, had been compelled to bow the�r head
upon the�r breast �n s�lence and adm�t that they had no pract�cable
scheme to offer whereby the confl�ct m�ght be recommenced on the
morrow.

In the Place Turenne and Place du R�vage, Delaherche
succeeded w�th the greatest d�ff�culty �n work�ng h�s way through the
press. As he passed the Hotel of the Golden Cross a sorrowful v�s�on
greeted h�s eyes, that of the generals seated �n the d�n�ng room,
gloom�ly s�lent, around the empty board; there was noth�ng left to eat
�n the house, not even bread. General Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles,
however, who had been storm�ng and voc�ferat�ng �n the k�tchen,
appeared to have found someth�ng, for he suddenly held h�s peace
and ran away sw�ftly up the sta�rs, hold�ng �n h�s hands a large paper
parcel of a greasy aspect. Such was the crowd assembled there, to
stare through the l�ghted w�ndows upon the guests assembled
around that fam�ne-str�cken table d’hote, that the manufacturer was
obl�ged to make v�gorous play w�th h�s elbows, and was frequently
dr�ven back by some w�ld rush of the mob and lost all the d�stance,
and more, that he had just ga�ned. In the Grande Rue, however, the
obstacles became actually �mpassable, and there was a moment
when he was �ncl�ned to g�ve up �n despa�r; a complete battery
seemed to have been dr�ven �n there and the guns and matér�el
p�led, pell-mell, on top of one another. Dec�d�ng f�nally to take the bull
by the horns, he leaped to the axle of a p�ece and so pursued h�s
way, jump�ng from wheel to wheel, straddl�ng the guns, at the
�mm�nent r�sk of break�ng h�s legs, �f not h�s neck. Afterward �t was
some horses that blocked h�s way, and he made h�mself lowly and
stooped, creep�ng among the feet and underneath the bell�es of the
sorry jades, who were ready to d�e of �nan�t�on, l�ke the�r masters.
Then, when after a quarter of an hour’s labor�ous effort he reached



the junct�on of the Rue Sa�nt-M�chel, he was terr�f�ed at the prospect
of the dangers and obstacles that he had st�ll to face, and wh�ch,
�nstead of d�m�n�sh�ng, seemed to be �ncreas�ng, and made up h�s
m�nd to turn down the street above ment�oned, wh�ch would take h�m
�nto the Rue des Laboureurs; he hoped that by tak�ng these usually
qu�et and deserted passages he should escape the crowd and reach
h�s home �n safety. As luck would have �t he almost d�rectly came
upon a house of �ll-fame to wh�ch a band of drunken sold�ers were �n
process of lay�ng s�ege, and cons�der�ng that a stray shot, should
one reach h�m �n the fracas, would be equally as unpleasant as one
�ntended for h�m, he made haste to retrace h�s steps. Resolv�ng to
have done w�th �t he pushed on to the end of the Grande Rue, now
ga�n�ng a few feet by balanc�ng h�mself, rope-walker fash�on, along
the pole of some veh�cle, now cl�mb�ng over an army wagon that
barred h�s way. At the Place du Collège he was carr�ed along—
bod�ly on the shoulders of the throng for a space of th�rty paces; he
fell to the ground, narrowly escaped a set of fractured r�bs, and
saved h�mself only by the prox�m�ty of a fr�endly �ron ra�l�ng, by the
bars of wh�ch he pulled h�mself to h�s feet. And when at last he
reached the Rue Maqua, �nundated w�th persp�rat�on, h�s cloth�ng
almost torn from h�s back, he found that he had been more than an
hour �n com�ng from the Sous-Prefecture, a d�stance wh�ch �n
ord�nary t�mes he was accustomed to accompl�sh �n less than f�ve
m�nutes.

Major Bouroche, w�th the �ntent�on of keep�ng the ambulance and
garden from be�ng overrun w�th �ntruders, had caused two sentr�es to
be mounted at the door. Th�s measure was a source of great comfort
to Delaherche, who had begun to contemplate the poss�b�l�t�es of h�s
house be�ng subjected to p�llage. The s�ght of the ambulance �n the
garden, d�mly l�ghted by a few candles and exhal�ng �ts fet�d, fever�sh
emanat�ons, caused h�m a fresh constr�ct�on of the heart; then,
stumbl�ng over the body of a sold�er who was stretched �n slumber
on the stone pavement of the walk, he supposed h�m to be one of
the fug�t�ves who had managed to f�nd h�s way �n there from outs�de,
unt�l, call�ng to m�nd the 7th corps treasure that had been depos�ted
there and the sentry who had been set over �t, he saw how matters
stood: the poor fellow, stat�oned there s�nce early morn�ng, had been



overlooked by h�s super�ors and had succumbed to h�s fat�gue.
Bes�des, the house seemed qu�te deserted; the ground floor was
black as Egypt, and the doors stood w�de open. The servants were
doubtless all at the ambulance, for there was no one �n the k�tchen,
wh�ch was fa�ntly �llum�nated by the l�ght of a wretched l�ttle smoky
lamp. He l�t a candle and ascended the ma�n sta�rcase very softly, �n
order not to awaken h�s w�fe and mother, whom he had begged to go
to bed early after a day where the stress, both mental and phys�cal,
had been so �ntense.

On enter�ng h�s study, however, he beheld a s�ght that caused h�s
eyes to d�late w�th aston�shment. Upon the sofa on wh�ch Capta�n
Beaudo�n had snatched a few hours’ repose the day before a sold�er
lay outstretched; and he could not understand the reason of �t unt�l
he had looked and recogn�zed young Maur�ce Levasseur, Henr�ette’s
brother. He was st�ll more surpr�sed when, on turn�ng h�s head, he
perce�ved, stretched on the floor and wrapped �n a bed qu�lt, another
sold�er, that Jean, whom he had seen for a moment just before the
battle. It was pla�n that the poor fellows, �n the�r d�stress and fat�gue
after the confl�ct, not know�ng where else to bestow themselves, had
sought refuge there; they were crushed, ann�h�lated, l�ke dead men.
He d�d not l�nger there, but pushed on to h�s w�fe’s chamber, wh�ch
was the next room on the corr�dor. A lamp was burn�ng on a table �n
a corner; the profound s�lence seemed to shudder. G�lberte had
thrown herself crossw�se on the bed, fully dressed, doubtless �n
order to be prepared for any catastrophe, and was sleep�ng
peacefully, wh�le, seated on a cha�r at her s�de w�th her head
decl�ned and rest�ng l�ghtly on the very edge of the mattress,
Henr�ette was also slumber�ng, w�th a f�tful, ag�tated sleep, wh�le b�g
tears welled up beneath her swollen eyel�ds. He contemplated them
s�lently for a moment, strongly tempted to awake and quest�on the
young woman �n order to ascerta�n what she knew. Had she
succeeded �n reach�ng Baze�lles? and why was �t that she was back
there? Perhaps she would be able to g�ve h�m some t�d�ngs of h�s
dyehouse were he to ask her? A feel�ng of compass�on stayed h�m,
however, and he was about to leave the room when h�s mother,
ghost-l�ke, appeared at the threshold of the open door and beckoned
h�m to follow her.



As they were pass�ng through the d�n�ng room he expressed h�s
surpr�se.

“What, have you not been abed to-n�ght?”
She shook her head, then sa�d below her breath:
“I cannot sleep; I have been s�tt�ng �n an easy-cha�r bes�de the

colonel. He �s very fever�sh; he awakes at every �nstant, almost, and
then pl�es me w�th quest�ons. I don’t know how to answer them.
Come �n and see h�m, you.”

M. de V�neu�l had fallen asleep aga�n. H�s long face, now br�ghtly
red, barred by the sweep�ng mustache that fell across �t l�ke a snowy
avalanche, was scarce d�st�ngu�shable on the p�llow. Mme.
Delaherche had placed a newspaper before the lamp and that corner
of the room was lost �n sem�-darkness, wh�le all the �ntens�ty of the
br�ght lampl�ght was concentrated on her where she sat,
uncomprom�s�ngly erect, �n her fauteu�l, her hands crossed before
her �n her lap, her vague eyes bent on space, �n sorrowful rever�e.

“I th�nk he must have heard you,” she murmured; “he �s awak�ng
aga�n.”

It was so; the colonel, w�thout mov�ng h�s head, had reopened h�s
eyes and bent them on Delaherche. He recogn�zed h�m, and
�mmed�ately asked �n a vo�ce that h�s exhausted cond�t�on made
tremulous:

“It �s all over, �s �t not? We have cap�tulated.”
The manufacturer, who encountered the look h�s mother cast on

h�m at that moment, was on the po�nt of equ�vocat�ng. But what good
would �t do? A look of d�scouragement passed across h�s face.

“What else rema�ned to do? A s�ngle glance at the streets of the
c�ty would conv�nce you. General de W�mpffen has just set out for
Pruss�an general headquarters to d�scuss cond�t�ons.”

M. de V�neu�l’s eyes closed aga�n, h�s long frame was shaken w�th
a protracted sh�ver of supremely b�tter gr�ef, and th�s deep, long-
drawn moan escaped h�s l�ps:

“Ah! merc�ful God, merc�ful God!” And w�thout open�ng h�s eyes he
went on �n falter�ng, broken accents: “Ah! the plan I spoke of
yesterday—they should have adopted �t. Yes, I knew the country; I



spoke of my apprehens�ons to the general, but even h�m they would
not l�sten to. Occupy all the he�ghts up there to the north, from Sa�nt-
Menges to Fle�gneux, w�th your army look�ng down on and
command�ng Sedan, able at any t�me to move on Vr�gne-aux-Bo�s,
m�stress of Sa�nt-Albert’s pass—and there we are; our pos�t�ons are
�mpregnable, the Méz�ères road �s under our control—”

H�s speech became more confused as he proceeded; he
stammered a few more un�ntell�g�ble words, wh�le the v�s�on of the
battle that had been born of h�s fever l�ttle by l�ttle grew blurred and
d�m and at last was effaced by slumber. He slept, and �n h�s sleep
perhaps the honest off�cer’s dreams were dreams of v�ctory.

“Does the major speak favorably of h�s case?” Delaherche
�nqu�red �n a wh�sper.

Madame Delaherche nodded aff�rmat�vely.
“Those wounds �n the foot are dreadful th�ngs, though,” he went

on. “I suppose he �s l�kely to be la�d up for a long t�me, �sn’t he?”
She made h�m no answer th�s t�me, as �f all her be�ng, all her

facult�es were concentrated on contemplat�ng the great calam�ty of
the�r defeat. She was of another age; she was a surv�vor of that
strong old race of front�er burghers who defended the�r towns so
val�antly �n the good days gone by. The clean-cut l�nes of her stern,
set face, w�th �ts fleshless, uncomprom�s�ng nose and th�n l�ps, wh�ch
the br�ll�ant l�ght of the lamp brought out �n h�gh rel�ef aga�nst the
darkness of the room, told the full extent of her st�fled rage and gr�ef
and the wound susta�ned by her ant�que patr�ot�sm, the revolt of
wh�ch refused even to let her sleep.

About that t�me Delaherche became consc�ous of a sensat�on of
�solat�on, accompan�ed by a most uncomfortable feel�ng of phys�cal
d�stress. H�s hunger was assert�ng �tself aga�n, a gr�p�ng, �ntolerable
hunger, and he persuaded h�mself that �t was deb�l�ty alone that was
thus robb�ng h�m of courage and resolut�on. He t�ptoed softly from
the room and, w�th h�s candle, aga�n made h�s way down to the
k�tchen, but the spectacle he w�tnessed there was even st�ll more
cheerless; the range cold and f�reless, the closets empty, the floor
strewn w�th a d�sorderly l�tter of towels, napk�ns, d�sh-clouts and
women’s aprons; as �f the hurr�cane of d�saster had swept through



that place as well, bear�ng away on �ts w�ngs all the charm and cheer
that apperta�n naturally to the th�ngs we eat and dr�nk. At f�rst he
thought he was not go�ng to d�scover so much as a crust, what was
left over of the bread hav�ng all found �ts way to the ambulance �n the
form of soup. At last, however, �n the dark corner of a cupboard he
came across the rema�nder of the beans from yesterday’s d�nner,
where they had been forgotten, and ate them. He accompl�shed h�s
luxur�ous repast w�thout the formal�ty of s�tt�ng down, w�thout the
accompan�ment of salt and butter, for wh�ch he d�d not care to
trouble h�mself to ascend to the floor above, des�rous only to get
away as speed�ly as poss�ble from that d�smal k�tchen, where the
bl�nk�ng, smok�ng l�ttle lamp perfumed the a�r w�th fumes of
petroleum.

It was not much more than ten o’clock, and Delaherche had no
other occupat�on than to speculate on the var�ous probab�l�t�es
connected w�th the s�gn�ng of the cap�tulat�on. A pers�stent
apprehens�on haunted h�m; a dread lest the confl�ct m�ght be
renewed, and the horr�ble thought of what the consequences must
be �n such an event, of wh�ch he could not speak, but wh�ch rested
on h�s bosom l�ke an �ncubus. When he had reascended to h�s study,
where he found Maur�ce and Jean �n exactly the same pos�t�on he
had left them �n, �t was all �n va�n that he settled h�mself comfortably
�n h�s favor�te easy-cha�r; sleep would not come to h�m; just as he
was on the po�nt of los�ng h�mself the crash of a shell would arouse
h�m w�th a great start. It was the fr�ghtful cannonade of the day, the
echoes of wh�ch were st�ll r�ng�ng �n h�s ears; and he would l�sten
breathlessly for a moment, then s�t and shudder at the equally
appall�ng s�lence by wh�ch he was now surrounded. As he could not
sleep he preferred to move about; he wandered a�mlessly among the
rooms, tak�ng care to avo�d that �n wh�ch h�s mother was s�tt�ng by
the colonel’s beds�de, for the steady gaze w�th wh�ch she watched
h�m as he tramped nervously up and down had f�nally had the effect
of d�sconcert�ng h�m. Tw�ce he returned to see �f Henr�ette had not
awakened, and he paused an �nstant to glance at h�s w�fe’s pretty
face, so calmly peaceful, on wh�ch seemed to be fl�tt�ng someth�ng
l�ke the fa�nt shadow of a sm�le. Then, know�ng not what to do, he
went downsta�rs aga�n, came back, moved about from room to room,



unt�l �t was nearly two �n the morn�ng, weary�ng h�s ears w�th try�ng to
dec�pher some mean�ng �n the sounds that came to h�m from
w�thout.

Th�s cond�t�on of affa�rs could not last. Delaherche resolved to
return once more to the Sous-Prefecture, feel�ng assured that all rest
would be qu�te out of the quest�on for h�m so long as h�s �gnorance
cont�nued. A feel�ng of despa�r se�zed h�m, however, when he went
downsta�rs and looked out upon the densely crowded street, where
the confus�on seemed to be worse than ever; never would he have
the strength to f�ght h�s way to the Place Turenne and back aga�n
through obstacles the mere memory of wh�ch caused every bone �n
h�s body to ache aga�n. And he was mentally d�scuss�ng matters,
when who should come up but Major Bouroche, pant�ng, persp�r�ng,
and swear�ng.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! I wonder �f my head’s on my shoulders or not!”
He had been obl�ged to v�s�t the Hôtel de V�lle to see the mayor

about h�s supply of chloroform, and urge h�m to �ssue a requ�s�t�on
for a quant�ty, for he had many operat�ons to perform, h�s stock of the
drug was exhausted, and he was afra�d, he sa�d, that he should be
compelled to carve up the poor dev�ls w�thout putt�ng them to sleep.

“Well?” �nqu�red Delaherche.
“Well, they can’t even tell whether the apothecar�es have any or

not!”
But the manufacturer was th�nk�ng of other th�ngs than chloroform.

“No, no,” he cont�nued. “Have they brought matters to a conclus�on
yet? Have they s�gned the agreement w�th the Pruss�ans?”

The major made a gesture of �mpat�ence. “There �s noth�ng
concluded,” he cr�ed. “It appears that those scoundrels are mak�ng
demands out of all reason. Ah, well; let ’em commence afresh, then,
and we’ll all leave our bones here. That w�ll be best!”

Delaherche’s face grew very pale as he l�stened. “But are you
qu�te sure these th�ngs are so?”

“I was told them by those fellows of the mun�c�pal counc�l, who are
�n permanent sess�on at the c�ty hall. An off�cer had been d�spatched
from the Sous-Prefecture to lay the whole affa�r before them.”



And he went on to furn�sh add�t�onal deta�ls. The �nterv�ew had
taken place at the Château de Bellevue, near Donchery, and the
part�c�pants were General de W�mpffen, General von Moltke, and
B�smarck. A stern and �nflex�ble man was that von Moltke, a terr�ble
man to deal w�th! He began by demonstrat�ng that he was perfectly
acqua�nted w�th the hopeless s�tuat�on of the French army; �t was
dest�tute of ammun�t�on and subs�stence, demoral�zat�on and
d�sorder pervaded �ts ranks, �t was utterly powerless to break the �ron
c�rcle by wh�ch �t was g�rt about; wh�le on the other hand the German
arm�es occup�ed command�ng pos�t�ons from wh�ch they could lay
the c�ty �n ashes �n two hours. Coldly, un�mpass�onedly, he stated h�s
terms: the ent�re French army to surrender arms and baggage and
be treated as pr�soners of war. B�smarck took no part �n the
d�scuss�on beyond g�v�ng the general h�s support, occas�onally
show�ng h�s teeth, l�ke a b�g mast�ff, �ncl�ned to be pac�f�c on the
whole, but qu�te ready to rend and tear should there be occas�on for
�t. General de W�mpffen �n reply protested w�th all the force he had at
h�s command aga�nst these cond�t�ons, the most severe that ever
were �mposed on a vanqu�shed army. He spoke of h�s personal gr�ef
and �ll-fortune, the bravery of the troops, the danger there was �n
dr�v�ng a proud nat�on to extrem�ty; for three hours he spoke w�th all
the energy and eloquence of despa�r, alternately threaten�ng and
entreat�ng, demand�ng that they should content themselves w�th
�ntern�ng the�r pr�soners �n France, or even �n Alger�a; and �n the end
the only concess�on granted was, that the off�cers m�ght reta�n the�r
swords, and those among them who should enter �nto a solemn
arrangement, attested by a wr�tten parole, to serve no more dur�ng
the war, m�ght return to the�r homes. F�nally, the arm�st�ce to be
prolonged unt�l the next morn�ng at ten o’clock; �f at that t�me the
terms had not been accepted, the Pruss�an batter�es would reopen
f�re and the c�ty would be burned.

“That’s stup�d!” excla�med Delaherche; “they have no r�ght to burn
a c�ty that has done noth�ng to deserve �t!”

The major gave h�m st�ll further food for anx�ety by add�ng that
some off�cers whom he had met at the Hotel de l’Europe were talk�ng
of mak�ng a sort�e en masse just before dayl�ght. An extremely
exc�ted state of feel�ng had preva�led s�nce the tenor of the German



demands had become known, and measures the most extravagant
were proposed and d�scussed. No one seemed to be deterred by the
cons�derat�on that �t would be d�shonorable to break the truce, tak�ng
advantage of the darkness and g�v�ng the enemy no not�f�cat�on, and
the w�ldest, most v�s�onary schemes were offered; they would
resume the march on Car�gnan, hew�ng the�r way through the
Bavar�ans, wh�ch they could do �n the black n�ght; they would
recapture the plateau of Illy by a surpr�se; they would ra�se the
blockade of the Méz�ères road, or, by a determ�ned, s�multaneous
rush, would force the German l�nes and throw themselves �nto
Belg�um. Others there were, �ndeed, who, feel�ng the hopelessness
of the�r pos�t�on, sa�d noth�ng; they would have accepted any terms,
s�gned any paper, w�th a glad cry of rel�ef, s�mply to have the affa�r
ended and done w�th.

“Good-n�ght!” Bouroche sa�d �n conclus�on. “I am go�ng to try to
sleep a couple of hours; I need �t badly.”

When left by h�mself Delaherche could hardly breathe. What,
could �t be true that they were go�ng to f�ght aga�n, were go�ng to
burn and raze Sedan! It was certa�nly to be, soon as the morrow’s
sun should be h�gh enough upon the h�lls to l�ght the horror of the
sacr�f�ce. And once aga�n he almost unconsc�ously cl�mbed the steep
ladder that led to the roofs and found h�mself stand�ng among the
ch�mneys, at the edge of the narrow terrace that overlooked the c�ty;
but at that hour of the n�ght the darkness was �ntense and he could
d�st�ngu�sh absolutely noth�ng am�d the sw�rl�ng waves of the
C�mmer�an sea that lay beneath h�m. Then the bu�ld�ngs of the
factory below were the f�rst objects wh�ch, one by one, d�sentangled
themselves from the shadows and stood out before h�s v�s�on �n
�nd�st�nct masses, wh�ch he had no d�ff�culty �n recogn�z�ng: the
eng�ne-house, the shops, the dry�ng rooms, the storehouses, and
when he reflected that w�th�n twenty-four hours there would rema�n
of that �mpos�ng block of bu�ld�ngs, h�s fortune and h�s pr�de, naught
save charred t�mbers and crumbl�ng walls, he overflowed w�th p�ty for
h�mself. He ra�sed h�s glance thence once more to the hor�zon, and
sent �t travel�ng �n a c�rcu�t around that profound, myster�ous ve�l of
blackness beh�nd wh�ch lay slumber�ng the menace of the morrow.
To the south, �n the d�rect�on of Baze�lles, a few qu�ver�ng l�ttle flames



that rose f�tfully on the a�r told where had been the s�te of the
unhappy v�llage, wh�le toward the north the farmhouse �n the wood of
la Garenne, that had been f�red late �n the afternoon, was burn�ng
st�ll, and the trees about were dyed of a deep red w�th the ruddy
blaze. Beyond the �nterm�ttent flash�ng of those two baleful f�res no
l�ght to be seen; the brood�ng s�lence unbroken by any sound save
those half-heard mutter�ngs that pass through the a�r l�ke harb�ngers
of ev�l; about them, everywhere, the unfathomable abyss, dead and
l�feless. Off there �n the d�stance, very far away, perhaps, perhaps
upon the ramparts, was a sound of someone weep�ng. It was all �n
va�n that he stra�ned h�s eyes to p�erce the ve�l, to see someth�ng of
L�ry, la Marfée, the batter�es of Freno�s, and Wadel�ncourt, that
enc�rcl�ng belt of bronze monsters of wh�ch he could �nst�nct�vely feel
the presence there, w�th the�r outstretched necks and yawn�ng,
ravenous muzzles. And as he recalled h�s glance and let �t fall upon
the c�ty that lay around and beneath h�m, he heard �ts fr�ghtened
breath�ng. It was not alone the unqu�et slumbers of the sold�ers who
had fallen �n the streets, the blend�ng of �nart�culate sounds produced
by that gather�ng of guns, men, and horses; what he fanc�ed he
could d�st�ngu�sh was the �nsomn�a, the alarmed watchfulness of h�s
bourgeo�s ne�ghbors, who, no more than he, could sleep, qu�ver�ng
w�th fever�sh terrors, awa�t�ng anx�ously the com�ng of the day. They
all must be aware that the cap�tulat�on had not been s�gned, and
were all count�ng the hours, quak�ng at the thought that should �t not
be s�gned the sole resource left them would be to go down �nto the�r
cellars and wa�t for the�r own walls to tumble �n on them and crush
the l�fe from the�r bod�es. The vo�ce of one �n sore stra�ts came up, �t
seemed to h�m, from the Rue des Voyards, shout�ng: “Help! murder!”
am�d the clash of arms. He bent over the terrace to look, then
rema�ned aloft there �n the murky th�ckness of the n�ght where there
was not a star to cheer h�m, wrapped �n such an ecstasy of terror
that the ha�rs of h�s body stood erect.

Below-sta�rs, at early daybreak, Maur�ce awoke upon h�s sofa. He
was sore and st�ff as �f he had been racked; he d�d not st�r, but lay
look�ng l�stlessly at the w�ndows, wh�ch gradually grew wh�te under
the l�ght of a cloudy dawn. The hateful memor�es of the day before
all came back to h�m w�th that d�st�nctness that character�zes the



�mpress�ons of our f�rst wak�ng, how they had fought, fled,
surrendered. It all rose before h�s v�s�on, down to the very least
deta�l, and he brooded w�th horr�ble angu�sh on the defeat, whose
reproachful echoes seemed to penetrate to the �nmost f�bers of h�s
be�ng, as �f he felt that all the respons�b�l�ty of �t was h�s. And he went
on to reason on the cause of the ev�l, analyz�ng h�mself, revert�ng to
h�s old hab�t of b�tter and unava�l�ng self-reproach. He would have
felt so brave, so glor�ous had v�ctory rema�ned w�th them! And now,
�n defeat, weak and nervous as a woman, he once aga�n gave way
to one of those overwhelm�ng f�ts of despa�r �n wh�ch the ent�re
world, seemed to h�m to be founder�ng. Noth�ng was left them; the
end of France was come. H�s frame was shaken by a storm of sobs,
he wept hot tears, and jo�n�ng h�s hands, the prayers of h�s ch�ldhood
rose to h�s l�ps �n stammer�ng accents.

“O God! take me unto Thee! O God! take unto Thyself all those
who are weary and heavy-laden!”

Jean, ly�ng on the floor wrapped �n h�s bed-qu�lt, began to show
some s�gns of l�fe. F�nally, aston�shed at what he heard, he arose to
a s�tt�ng posture.

“What �s the matter, youngster? Are you �ll?” Then, w�th a
gl�mmer�ng percept�on of how matters stood, he adopted a more
paternal tone. “Come, tell me what the matter �s. You must not let
yourself be worr�ed by such a l�ttle th�ng as th�s, you know.”

“Ah!” excla�med Maur�ce, “�t �s all up w�th us, va! we are Pruss�ans
now, and we may as well make up our m�nd to �t.”

As the peasant, w�th the hard-headedness of the uneducated,
expressed surpr�se to hear h�m talk thus, he endeavored to make �t
clear to h�m that, the race be�ng degenerate and exhausted, �t must
d�sappear and make room for a newer and more v�gorous stra�n. But
the other, w�th an obst�nate shake of the head, would not l�sten to the
explanat�on.

“What! would you try to make me bel�eve that my b�t of land �s no
longer m�ne? that I would perm�t the Pruss�ans to take �t from me
wh�le I am al�ve and my two arms are left to me? Come, come!”

Then pa�nfully, �n such terms as he could command, he went on to
tell how affa�rs looked to h�m. They had rece�ved an all-f�red good



bast�ng, that was sure as sure could be! but they were not all dead
yet, he d�dn’t bel�eve; there were some left, and those would suff�ce
to rebu�ld the house �f they only behaved themselves, work�ng hard
and not dr�nk�ng up what they earned. When a fam�ly has trouble, �f
�ts members work and put by a l�ttle someth�ng, they w�ll pull through,
�n sp�te of all the bad luck �n the world. And further, �t �s not such a
bad th�ng to get a good cuff�ng once �n a way; �t sets one th�nk�ng.
And, great heavens! �f a man has someth�ng rotten about h�m, �f he
has gangrene �n h�s arms or legs that �s spread�ng all the t�me, �sn’t �t
better to take a hatchet and lop them off rather than d�e as he would
from cholera?

“All up, all up! Ah, no, no! no, no!” he repeated several t�mes. “It �s
not all up w�th me, I know very well �t �s not.”

And notw�thstand�ng h�s seedy cond�t�on and demoral�zed
appearance, h�s ha�r all matted and pasted to h�s head by the blood
that had flowed from h�s wound, he drew h�mself up def�antly,
an�mated by a keen des�re to l�ve, to take up the tools of h�s trade or
put h�s hand to the plow, �n order, to use h�s own express�on, to
“rebu�ld the house.” He was of the old so�l where reason and
obst�nacy grow s�de by s�de, of the land of to�l and thr�ft.

“All the same, though,” he cont�nued, “I am sorry for the Emperor.
Affa�rs seemed to be go�ng on well; the farmers were gett�ng a good
pr�ce for the�r gra�n. But surely �t was bad judgment on h�s part to
allow h�mself to become �nvolved �n th�s bus�ness!”

Maur�ce, who was st�ll �n “the blues,” spoke regretfully: “Ah, the
Emperor! I always l�ked h�m �n my heart, �n sp�te of my republ�can
�deas. Yes, I had �t �n the blood, on account of my grandfather, I
suppose. And now that that l�mb �s rotten and we shall have to lop �t
off, what �s go�ng to become of us?”

H�s eyes began to wander, and h�s vo�ce and manner ev�nced
such d�stress that Jean became alarmed and was about to r�se and
go to h�m, when Henr�ette came �nto the room. She had just
awakened on hear�ng the sound of vo�ces �n the room adjo�n�ng hers.
The pale l�ght of a cloudy morn�ng now �llum�nated the apartment.

“You come just �n t�me to g�ve h�m a scold�ng,” he sa�d, w�th an
affectat�on of l�vel�ness. “He �s not a good boy th�s morn�ng.”



But the s�ght of h�s s�ster’s pale, sad face and the recollect�on of
her affl�ct�on had had a salutary effect on Maur�ce by determ�n�ng a
sudden cr�s�s of tenderness. He opened h�s arms and took her to h�s
bosom, and when she rested her head upon h�s shoulder, when he
held her locked �n a close embrace, a feel�ng of great gentleness
pervaded h�m and they m�ngled the�r tears.

“Ah, my poor, poor darl�ng, why have I not more strength and
courage to console you! for my sorrows are as noth�ng compared
w�th yours. That good, fa�thful We�ss, the husband who loved you so
fondly! What w�ll become of you? You have always been the v�ct�m;
always, and never a murmur from your l�ps. Th�nk of the sorrow I
have already caused you, and who can say that I shall not cause you
st�ll more �n the future!”

She was s�lenc�ng h�m, plac�ng her hand upon h�s mouth, when
Delaherche came �nto the room, bes�de h�mself w�th �nd�gnat�on.
Wh�le st�ll on the terrace he had been se�zed by one of those
uncontrollable nervous f�ts of hunger that are aggravated by fat�gue,
and had descended to the k�tchen �n quest of someth�ng warm to
dr�nk, where he had found, keep�ng company w�th h�s cook, a
relat�ve of hers, a carpenter of Baze�lles, whom she was �n the act of
treat�ng to a bowl of hot w�ne. Th�s person, who had been one of the
last to leave the place wh�le the conflagrat�ons were at the�r he�ght,
had told h�m that h�s dyehouse was utterly destroyed, noth�ng left of
�t but a heap of ru�ns.

“The robbers, the th�eves! Would you have bel�eved �t, he�n?” he
stammered, address�ng Jean and Maur�ce. “There �s no hope left;
they mean to burn Sedan th�s morn�ng as they burned Baze�lles
yesterday. I’m ru�ned, I’m ru�ned!” The scar that Henr�ette bore on
her forehead attracted h�s attent�on, and he remembered that he had
not spoken to her yet. “It �s true, you went there, after all; you got that
wound—Ah! poor We�ss!”

And see�ng by the young woman’s tears that she was acqua�nted
w�th her husband’s fate, he abruptly blurted out the horr�ble b�t of
news that the carpenter had commun�cated to h�m among the rest.

“Poor We�ss! �t seems they burned h�m. Yes, after shoot�ng all the
c�v�l�ans who were caught w�th arms �n the�r hands, they threw the�r



bod�es �nto the flames of a burn�ng house and poured petroleum
over them.”

Henr�ette was horror-str�cken as she l�stened. Her tears burst forth,
her frame was shaken by her sobs. My God, my God, not even the
poor comfort of go�ng to cla�m her dear dead and g�ve h�m decent
sepulture; h�s ashes were to be scattered by the w�nds of heaven!
Maur�ce had aga�n clasped her �n h�s arms and spoke to her
endear�ngly, call�ng her h�s poor C�nderella, beseech�ng her not to
take the matter so to heart, a brave woman as she was.

After a t�me, dur�ng wh�ch no word was spoken, Delaherche, who
had been stand�ng at the w�ndow watch�ng the grow�ng day,
suddenly turned and addressed the two sold�ers:

“By the way, I was near forgett�ng. What I came up here to tell you
�s th�s: down �n the courtyard, �n the shed where the treasure chests
were depos�ted, there �s an off�cer who �s about to d�str�bute the
money among the men, so as to keep the Pruss�ans from gett�ng �t.
You had better go down, for a l�ttle money may be useful to you, that
�s, prov�ded we are all al�ve a few hours hence.”

The adv�ce was good, and Maur�ce and Jean acted on �t, hav�ng
f�rst preva�led on Henr�ette to take her brother’s place on the sofa. If
she could not go to sleep aga�n, she would at least be secur�ng
some repose. As for Delaherche, he passed through the adjo�n�ng
chamber, where G�lberte w�th her tranqu�l, pretty face was
slumber�ng st�ll as soundly as a ch�ld, ne�ther the sound of
conversat�on nor even Henr�ette’s sobs hav�ng ava�led to make her
change her pos�t�on. From there he went to the apartment where h�s
mother was watch�ng at Colonel de V�neu�l’s beds�de, and thrust h�s
head through the door; the old lady was asleep �n her fauteu�l, wh�le
the colonel, h�s eyes closed, was l�ke a corpse. He opened them to
the�r full extent and asked:

“Well, �t’s all over, �sn’t �t?”
Irr�tated by the quest�on, wh�ch deta�ned h�m at the very moment

when he thought he should be able to sl�p away unobserved,
Delaherche gave a wrathful look and murmured, s�nk�ng h�s vo�ce:

“Oh, yes, all over! unt�l �t beg�ns aga�n! There �s noth�ng s�gned.”



The colonel went on �n a vo�ce scarcely h�gher than a wh�sper;
del�r�um was sett�ng �n.

“Merc�ful God, let me d�e before the end! I do not hear the guns.
Why have they ceased f�r�ng? Up there at Sa�nt-Menges, at
Fle�gneux, we have command of all the roads; should the Pruss�ans
dare turn Sedan and attack us, we w�ll dr�ve them �nto the Meuse.
The c�ty �s there, an �nsurmountable obstacle between us and them;
our pos�t�ons, too, are the stronger. Forward! the 7th corps w�ll lead,
the 12th w�ll protect the retreat—”

And h�s f�ngers kept drumm�ng on the counterpane w�th a
measured movement, as �f keep�ng t�me w�th the trot of the charger
he was r�d�ng �n h�s v�s�on. Gradually the mot�on became slower and
slower as h�s words became more �nd�st�nct and he sank off �nto
slumber. It ceased, and he lay mot�onless and st�ll, as �f the breath
had left h�s body.

“L�e st�ll and rest,” Delaherche wh�spered; “when I have news I w�ll
return.”

Then, hav�ng f�rst assured h�mself that he had not d�sturbed h�s
mother’s slumber, he sl�pped away and d�sappeared.

Jean and Maur�ce, on descend�ng to the shed �n the courtyard,
had found there an off�cer of the pay department, seated on a
common k�tchen cha�r beh�nd a l�ttle unpa�nted p�ne table, who,
w�thout pen, �nk, or paper, w�thout tak�ng rece�pts or �ndulg�ng �n
formal�t�es of any k�nd, was d�spens�ng fortunes. He s�mply stuck h�s
hand �nto the open mouth of the bags f�lled w�th br�ght gold p�eces,
and as the sergeants of the 7th corps passed �n l�ne before h�m he
f�lled the�r kep�s, never count�ng what he bestowed w�th such rap�d
l�beral�ty. The understand�ng was that the sergeants were
subsequently to d�v�de what they rece�ved w�th the surv�v�ng men of
the�r half-sect�ons. Each of them rece�ved h�s port�on awkwardly, as �f
�t had been a rat�on of meat or coffee, then stalked off �n an
embarrassed, self-consc�ous sort of way, transferr�ng the contents of
the kep� to h�s trousers’ pockets so as not to d�splay h�s wealth to the
world at large. And not a word was spoken; there was not a sound to
be heard but the crystall�ne ch�nk and rattle of the co�n as �t was
rece�ved by those poor dev�ls, dumfounded to see the respons�b�l�ty



of such r�ches thrust on them when there was not a place �n the c�ty
where they could purchase a loaf of bread or a quart of w�ne.

When Jean and Maur�ce appeared before h�m the off�cer, who was
hold�ng outstretched h�s hand f�lled, as usual, w�th lou�s, drew �t back.

“Ne�ther of you fellows �s a sergeant. No one except sergeants �s
ent�tled to rece�ve the money.” Then, �n haste to be done w�th h�s
task, he changed h�s m�nd: “Never m�nd, though; here, you corporal,
take th�s. Step l�vely, now. Next man!”

And he dropped the gold co�ns �nto the kep� that Jean held out to
h�m. The latter, oppressed by the magn�tude of the amount, nearly
s�x hundred francs, �ns�sted that Maur�ce should take one-half. No
one could say what m�ght happen; they m�ght be parted from each
other.

They made the d�v�s�on �n the garden, before the ambulance, and
when they had concluded the�r f�nanc�al bus�ness they entered,
hav�ng recogn�zed on the straw near the entrance the drummer-boy
of the�r company, Bast�an, a fat, good-natured l�ttle fellow, who had
had the �ll-luck to rece�ve a spent ball �n the gro�n about f�ve o’clock
the day before, when the battle was ended. He had been dy�ng by
�nches for the last twelve hours.

In the d�m, wh�te l�ght of morn�ng, at that hour of awaken�ng, the
s�ght of the ambulance sent a ch�ll of horror through them. Three
more pat�ents had d�ed dur�ng the n�ght, w�thout anyone be�ng aware
of �t, and the attendants were hurr�edly bear�ng away the corpses �n
order to make room for others. Those who had been operated on the
day before opened w�de the�r eyes �n the�r somnolent, sem�-
consc�ous state, and looked w�th dazed aston�shment on that vast
dorm�tory of suffer�ng, where the v�ct�ms of the kn�fe, only half-
slaughtered, rested on the�r straw. It was �n va�n that some attempts
had been made the n�ght before to clean up the room after the
bloody work of the operat�ons; there were great splotches of blood
on the �ll-swept floor; �n a bucket of water a great sponge was
float�ng, sta�ned w�th red, for all the world l�ke a human bra�n; a hand,
�ts f�ngers crushed and broken, had been overlooked and lay on the
floor of the shed. It was the par�ngs and tr�mm�ngs of the human



butcher shop, the horr�ble waste and refuse that ensues upon a day
of slaughter, v�ewed �n the cold, raw l�ght of dawn.

Bouroche, who, after a few hours of repose, had already resumed
h�s dut�es, stopped �n front of the wounded drummer-boy, Bast�an,
then passed on w�th an �mpercept�ble shrug of h�s shoulders. A
hopeless case; noth�ng to be done. The lad had opened h�s eyes,
however, and emerg�ng from the comatose state �n wh�ch he had
been ly�ng, was eagerly watch�ng a sergeant who, h�s kep� f�lled w�th
gold �n h�s hand, had come �nto the room to see �f there were any of
h�s men among those poor wretches. He found two, and to each of
them gave twenty francs. Other sergeants came �n, and the gold
began to fall �n showers upon the straw, among the dy�ng men.
Bast�an, who had managed to ra�se h�mself, stretched out h�s two
hands, even then shak�ng �n the f�nal agony.

“Don’t forget me! don’t forget me!”
The sergeant would have passed on and gone h�s way, as

Bouroche had done. What good could money do there? Then
y�eld�ng to a k�ndly �mpulse, he threw some co�ns, never stopp�ng to
count them, �nto the poor hands that were already cold.

“Don’t forget me! don’t forget me!”
Bast�an fell backward on h�s straw. For a long t�me he groped w�th

st�ffen�ng f�ngers for the elus�ve gold, wh�ch seemed to avo�d h�m.
And thus he d�ed.

“The gentleman has blown h�s candle out; good-n�ght!” sa�d a l�ttle,
black, w�zened zouave, who occup�ed the next bed. “It’s vexat�ous,
when one has the wherew�thal to pay for wett�ng h�s wh�stle!”

He had h�s left foot done up �n spl�nts. Nevertheless he managed
to ra�se h�mself on h�s knees and elbows and �n th�s posture crawl
over to the dead man, whom he rel�eved of all h�s money, forc�ng
open h�s hands, rummag�ng among h�s cloth�ng and the folds of h�s
capote. When he got back to h�s place, not�c�ng that he was
observed, he s�mply sa�d:

“There’s no use lett�ng the stuff be wasted, �s there?”
Maur�ce, s�ck at heart �n that atmosphere of human d�stress and

suffer�ng, had long s�nce dragged Jean away. As they passed out



through the shed where the operat�ons were performed they saw
Bouroche prepar�ng to amputate the leg of a poor l�ttle man of
twenty, w�thout chloroform, he hav�ng been unable to obta�n a further
supply of the anaesthet�c. And they fled, runn�ng, so as not to hear
the poor boy’s shr�eks.

Delaherche, who came �n from the street just then, beckoned to
them and shouted:

“Come upsta�rs, come, qu�ck! we are go�ng to have breakfast. The
cook has succeeded �n procur�ng some m�lk, and �t �s well she d�d,
for we are all �n great need of someth�ng to warm our stomachs.”
And notw�thstand�ng h�s efforts to do so, he could not ent�rely
repress h�s del�ght and exultat�on. W�th a rad�ant countenance he
added, lower�ng h�s vo�ce: “It �s all r�ght th�s t�me. General de
W�mpffen has set out aga�n for the German headquarters to s�gn the
cap�tulat�on.”

Ah, how much those words meant to h�m, what comfort there was
�n them, what rel�ef! h�s horr�d n�ghtmare d�spelled, h�s property
saved from destruct�on, h�s da�ly l�fe to be resumed, under changed
cond�t�ons, �t �s true, but st�ll �t was to go on, �t was not to cease! It
was l�ttle Rose who had told h�m of the occurrences of the morn�ng
at the Sous-Prefecture; the g�rl had come hasten�ng through the
streets, now somewhat less choked than they had been, to obta�n a
supply of bread from an aunt of hers who kept a baker’s shop �n the
quarter; �t was str�k�ng n�ne o’clock. As early as e�ght General de
W�mpffen had convened another counc�l of war, cons�st�ng of more
than th�rty generals, to whom he related the results that had been
reached so far, the hard cond�t�ons �mposed by the v�ctor�ous foe,
and h�s own fru�tless efforts to secure a m�t�gat�on of them. H�s
emot�on was such that h�s hands shook l�ke a leaf, h�s eyes were
suffused w�th tears. He was st�ll address�ng the assemblage when a
colonel of the German staff presented h�mself, on behalf of General
von Moltke, to rem�nd them that, unless a dec�s�on were arr�ved at by
ten o’clock, the�r guns would open f�re on the c�ty of Sedan. W�th th�s
horr�ble alternat�ve before them the counc�l could do noth�ng save
author�ze the general to proceed once more to the Château of
Bellevue and accept the terms of the v�ctors. He must have



accompl�shed h�s m�ss�on by that t�me, and the ent�re French army
were pr�soners of war.

When she had concluded her narrat�ve Rose launched out �nto a
deta�led account of the tremendous exc�tement the t�d�ngs had
produced �n the c�ty. At the Sous-Prefecture she had seen off�cers
tear the epaulettes from the�r shoulders, weep�ng meanwh�le l�ke
ch�ldren. Cavalrymen had thrown the�r sabers from the Pont de
Meuse �nto the r�ver; an ent�re reg�ment of cu�rass�ers had passed,
each man toss�ng h�s blade over the parapet and sorrowfully
watch�ng the water close over �t. In the streets many sold�ers
grasped the�r muskets by the barrel and smashed them aga�nst a
wall, wh�le there were art�llerymen who removed the mechan�sm
from the m�tra�lleuses and flung �t �nto the sewer. Some there were
who bur�ed or burned the reg�mental standards. In the Place
Turenne an old sergeant cl�mbed upon a gate-post and harangued
the throng as �f he had suddenly taken leave of h�s senses, rev�l�ng
the leaders, st�gmat�z�ng them as poltroons and cowards. Others
seemed as �f dazed, shedd�ng b�g tears �n s�lence, and others also, �t
must be confessed (and �t �s probable that they were �n the major�ty),
betrayed by the�r laugh�ng eyes and pleased express�on the
sat�sfact�on they felt at the change �n affa�rs. There was an end to
the�r suffer�ng at last; they were pr�soners of war, they could not be
obl�ged to f�ght any more! For so many days they had been
d�stressed by those long, weary marches, w�th never food enough to
sat�sfy the�r appet�te! And then, too, they were the weaker; what use
was there �n f�ght�ng? If the�r ch�efs had betrayed them, had sold
them to the enemy, so much the better; �t would be the sooner
ended! It was such a del�c�ous th�ng to th�nk of, that they were to
have wh�te bread to eat, were to sleep between sheets!

As Delaherche was about to enter the d�n�ng room �n company
w�th Maur�ce and Jean, h�s mother called to h�m from above.

“Come up here, please; I am anx�ous about the colonel.”
M. de V�neu�l, w�th w�de-open eyes, was talk�ng rap�dly and

exc�tedly of the subject that f�lled h�s bew�ldered bra�n.
“The Pruss�ans have cut us off from Méz�ères, but what matters �t!

See, they have outmarched us and got possess�on of the pla�n of



Donchery; soon they w�ll be up w�th the wood of la Fal�zette and
flank us there, wh�le more of them are com�ng up along the valley of
the G�vonne. The front�er �s beh�nd us; let us k�ll as many of them as
we can and cross �t at a bound. Yesterday, yes, that �s what I would
have adv�sed—”

At that moment h�s burn�ng eyes l�ghted on Delaherche. He
recogn�zed h�m; the s�ght seemed to sober h�m and d�spel the
halluc�nat�on under wh�ch he was labor�ng, and com�ng back to the
terr�ble real�ty, he asked for the th�rd t�me:

“It �s all over, �s �t not?”
The manufacturer explos�vely blurted out the express�on of h�s

sat�sfact�on; he could not restra�n �t.
“Ah, yes, God be pra�sed! �t �s all over, completely over. The

cap�tulat�on must be s�gned by th�s t�me.”
The colonel ra�sed h�mself at a bound to a s�tt�ng posture,

notw�thstand�ng h�s bandaged foot; he took h�s sword from the cha�r
by the beds�de where �t lay and made an attempt to break �t, but h�s
hands trembled too v�olently, and the blade sl�pped from h�s f�ngers.

“Look out! he w�ll cut h�mself!” Delaherche cr�ed �n alarm. “Take
that th�ng away from h�m; �t �s dangerous!”

Mme. Delaherche took possess�on of the sword. W�th a feel�ng of
compass�onate respect for the poor colonel’s gr�ef and despa�r she
d�d not conceal �t, as her son bade her do, but w�th a s�ngle v�gorous
effort snapped �t across her knee, w�th a strength of wh�ch she
herself would never have supposed her poor old hands capable. The
colonel la�d h�mself down aga�n, cast�ng a look of extreme
gentleness upon h�s old fr�end, who went back to her cha�r and
seated herself �n her usual r�g�d att�tude.

In the d�n�ng room the cook had meant�me served bowls of hot
coffee and m�lk for the ent�re party. Henr�ette and G�lberte had
awakened, the latter, completely restored by her long and refresh�ng
slumber, w�th br�ght eyes and sm�l�ng face; she embraced most
tenderly her fr�end, whom she p�t�ed, she sa�d, from the bottom of her
heart. Maur�ce seated h�mself bes�de h�s s�ster, wh�le Jean, who was
unused to pol�te soc�ety, but could not decl�ne the �nv�tat�on that was



extended to h�m, was Delaherche’s r�ght-hand ne�ghbor. It was Mme.
Delaherche’s custom not to come to the table w�th the fam�ly; a
servant carr�ed her a bowl, wh�ch she drank wh�le s�tt�ng by the
colonel. The party of f�ve, however, who sat down together, although
they commenced the�r meal �n s�lence, soon became cheerful and
talkat�ve. Why should they not rejo�ce and be glad to f�nd themselves
there, safe and sound, w�th food before them to sat�sfy the�r hunger,
when the country round about was covered w�th thousands upon
thousands of poor starv�ng wretches? In the cool, spac�ous d�n�ng
room the snow-wh�te tablecloth was a del�ght to the eye and the
steam�ng café au la�t seemed del�c�ous.

They conversed, Delaherche, who had recovered h�s assurance
and was aga�n the wealthy manufacturer, the condescend�ng patron
court�ng popular�ty, severe only toward those who fa�led to succeed,
spoke of Napoleon III., whose face as he saw �t last cont�nued to
haunt h�s memory. He addressed h�mself to Jean, hav�ng that
s�mple-m�nded young man as h�s ne�ghbor. “Yes, s�r, the Emperor
has dece�ved me, and I don’t hes�tate to say so. H�s henchmen may
put �n the plea of m�t�gat�ng c�rcumstances, but �t won’t go down, s�r;
he �s ev�dently the f�rst, the only cause of our m�sfortunes.”

He had qu�te forgotten that only a few months before he had been
an ardent Bonapart�st and had labored to ensure the success of the
pleb�sc�te, and now he who was henceforth to be known as the Man
of Sedan was not even worthy to be p�t�ed; he ascr�bed to h�m every
known �n�qu�ty.

“A man of no capac�ty, as everyone �s now compelled to adm�t; but
let that pass, I say noth�ng of that. A v�s�onary, a theor�st, an
unbalanced m�nd, w�th whom affa�rs seemed to succeed as long as
he had luck on h�s s�de. And there’s no use, don’t you see, s�r, �n
attempt�ng to work on our sympath�es and exc�te our comm�serat�on
by tell�ng us that he was dece�ved, that the oppos�t�on refused h�m
the necessary grants of men and money. It �s he who has dece�ved
us, he whose cr�mes and blunders have landed us �n the horr�ble
muddle where we are.”

Maur�ce, who preferred to say noth�ng on the subject, could not
help sm�l�ng, wh�le Jean, embarrassed by the pol�t�cal turn the



conversat�on had taken and fearful lest he m�ght make some �ll-t�med
remark, s�mply repl�ed:

“They say he �s a brave man, though.”
But those few words, modestly expressed, fa�rly made Delaherche

jump. All h�s past fear and alarm, all the mental angu�sh he had
suffered, burst from h�s l�ps �n a cry of concentrated pass�on, closely
all�ed to hatred.

“A brave man, forsooth; and what does that amount to! Are you
aware, s�r, that my factory was struck three t�mes by Pruss�an shells,
and that �t �s no fault of the Emperor’s that �t was not burned! Are you
aware that I, I shall lose a hundred thousand francs by th�s �d�ot�c
bus�ness! No, no; France �nvaded, p�llaged, and la�d waste, our
�ndustr�es compelled to shut down, our commerce ru�ned; �t �s a l�ttle
too much, I tell you! One brave man l�ke that �s qu�te suff�c�ent; may
the Lord preserve us from any more of them! He �s down �n the blood
and m�re, and there let h�m rema�n!”

And he made a forc�ble gesture w�th h�s closed f�st as �f thrust�ng
down and hold�ng under the water some poor wretch who was
struggl�ng to save h�mself, then f�n�shed h�s coffee, smack�ng h�s l�ps
l�ke a true gourmand. G�lberte wa�ted on Henr�ette as �f she had been
a ch�ld, laugh�ng a l�ttle �nvoluntary laugh when the latter made some
exh�b�t�on of absent-m�ndedness. And when at last the coffee had all
been drunk they st�ll l�ngered on �n the peaceful qu�et of the great
cool d�n�ng room.

And at that same hour Napoleon III. was �n the weaver’s lowly
cottage on the Donchery road. As early as f�ve o’clock �n the morn�ng
he had �ns�sted on leav�ng the Sous-Prefecture; he felt �ll at ease �n
Sedan, wh�ch was at once a menace and a reproach to h�m, and
moreover he thought he m�ght, �n some measure, allev�ate the
suffer�ngs of h�s tender heart by obta�n�ng more favorable terms for
h�s unfortunate army. H�s object was to have a personal �nterv�ew
w�th the K�ng of Pruss�a. He had taken h�s place �n a h�red caleche
and been dr�ven along the broad h�ghway, w�th �ts row of lofty
poplars on e�ther s�de, and th�s f�rst stage of h�s journey �nto ex�le,
accompl�shed �n the ch�ll a�r of early dawn, must have rem�nded h�m
forc�bly of the grandeur that had been h�s and that he was putt�ng



beh�nd h�m forever. It was on th�s road that he had h�s encounter w�th
B�smarck, who came hurry�ng to meet h�m �n an old cap and coarse,
greased boots, w�th the sole object of keep�ng h�m occup�ed and
prevent�ng h�m from see�ng the K�ng unt�l the cap�tulat�on should
have been s�gned. The K�ng was st�ll at Vendresse, some n�ne m�les
away. Where was he to go? What roof would afford h�m shelter wh�le
he wa�ted? In h�s own country, so far away, the Palace of the
Tu�ler�es had d�sappeared from h�s s�ght, swallowed up �n the bosom
of a storm-cloud, and he was never to see �t more. Sedan seemed
already to have receded �nto the d�stance, leagues and leagues, and
to be parted from h�m by a r�ver of blood. In France there were no
longer �mper�al châteaus, nor off�c�al res�dences, nor even a
ch�mney-nook �n the house of the humblest funct�onary, where he
would have dared to enter and cla�m hosp�tal�ty. And �t was �n the
house of the weaver that he determ�ned to seek shelter, the squal�d
cottage that stood close to the roads�de, w�th �ts scanty k�tchen-
garden �nclosed by a hedge and �ts front of a s�ngle story w�th l�ttle
forb�dd�ng w�ndows. The room above-sta�rs was s�mply wh�tewashed
and had a t�led floor; the only furn�ture was a common p�ne table and
two straw-bottomed cha�rs. He spent two hours there, at f�rst �n
company w�th B�smarck, who sm�led to hear h�m speak of generos�ty,
after that alone �n s�lent m�sery, flatten�ng h�s ashy face aga�nst the
panes, tak�ng h�s last look at French so�l and at the Meuse, w�nd�ng
�n and out, so beaut�ful, among the broad fert�le f�elds.

Then the next day and the days that came after were other
wretched stages of that journey; the Château of Bellevue, a pretty
bourgeo�s retreat overlook�ng the r�ver, where he rested that n�ght,
where he shed tears after h�s �nterv�ew w�th K�ng W�ll�am; the
sorrowful departure, that most m�serable fl�ght �n a h�red caleche
over remote roads to the north of the c�ty, wh�ch he avo�ded, not
car�ng to face the wrath of the vanqu�shed troops and the starv�ng
c�t�zens, mak�ng a w�de c�rcu�t over cross-roads by Flo�ng, Fle�gneux,
and Illy and cross�ng the stream on a br�dge of boats, la�d down by
the Pruss�ans at Iges; the trag�c encounter, the story of wh�ch has
been so often told, that occurred on the corpse-cumbered plateau of
Illy: the m�serable Emperor, whose state was such that h�s horse
could not be allowed to trot, had sunk under some more than usually



v�olent attack of h�s compla�nt, mechan�cally smok�ng, perhaps, h�s
everlast�ng c�garette, when a band of haggard, dusty, blood-sta�ned
pr�soners, who were be�ng conducted from Fle�gneux to Sedan, were
forced to leave the road to let the carr�age pass and stood watch�ng
�t from the d�tch; those who were at the head of the l�ne merely eyed
h�m �n s�lence; presently a hoarse, sullen murmur began to make
�tself heard, and f�nally, as the caleche proceeded down the l�ne, the
men burst out w�th a storm of yells and cat-calls, shak�ng the�r f�sts
and call�ng down maled�ct�ons on the head of h�m who had been
the�r ruler. After that came the �nterm�nable journey across the
battlef�eld, as far as G�vonne, am�d scenes of havoc and devastat�on,
am�d the dead, who lay w�th star�ng eyes upturned that seemed to be
full of menace; came, too, the bare, dreary f�elds, the great s�lent
forest, then the front�er, runn�ng along the summ�t of a r�dge, marked
only by a stone, fac�ng a wooden post that seemed ready to fall, and
beyond the so�l of Belg�um, the end of all, w�th �ts road bordered w�th
gloomy hemlocks descend�ng sharply �nto the narrow valley.

And that f�rst n�ght of ex�le, that he spent at a common �nn, the
Hotel de la Poste at Bou�llon, what a n�ght �t was! When the Emperor
showed h�mself at h�s w�ndow �n deference to the throng of French
refugees and s�ght-seers that f�lled the place, he was greeted w�th a
storm of h�sses and host�le murmurs. The apartment ass�gned h�m,
the three w�ndows of wh�ch opened on the publ�c square and on the
Semoy, was the typ�cal tawdry bedroom of the prov�nc�al �nn w�th �ts
convent�onal furn�sh�ngs: the cha�rs covered w�th cr�mson damask,
the mahogany armo�re à glace, and on the mantel the �m�tat�on
bronze clock, flanked by a pa�r of conch shells and vases of art�f�c�al
flowers under glass covers. On e�ther s�de of the door was a l�ttle
s�ngle bed, to one of wh�ch the wear�ed a�de-de-camp betook h�mself
at n�ne o’clock and was �mmed�ately wrapped �n soundest slumber.
On the other the Emperor, to whom the god of sleep was less
ben�gnant, tossed almost the whole n�ght through, and �f he arose to
try to qu�et h�s exc�ted nerves by walk�ng, the sole d�stract�on that h�s
eyes encountered was a pa�r of engrav�ngs that were hung to r�ght
and left of the ch�mney, one dep�ct�ng Rouget de L�sle s�ng�ng the
Marse�lla�se, the other a crude representat�on of the Last Judgment,
the dead r�s�ng from the�r graves at the sound of the Archangel’s



trump, the resurrect�on of the v�ct�ms of the battlef�eld, about to
appear before the�r God to bear w�tness aga�nst the�r rulers.

The �mper�al baggage tra�n, cause �n �ts day of so much scandal,
had been left beh�nd at Sedan, where �t rested �n �gnom�n�ous h�d�ng
beh�nd the Sous-Préfet’s l�lac bushes. It puzzled the author�t�es
somewhat to dev�se means for r�dd�ng themselves of what was to
them a bête no�re, for gett�ng �t away from the c�ty unseen by the
fam�sh�ng mult�tude, upon whom the s�ght of �ts flaunt�ng splendor
would have produced much the same effect that a red rag does on a
maddened bull. They wa�ted unt�l there came an unusually dark
n�ght, when horses, carr�ages, and baggage-wagons, w�th the�r s�lver
stew-pans, plate, l�nen, and baskets of f�ne w�nes, all trooped out of
Sedan �n deepest mystery and shaped the�r course for Belg�um,
no�selessly, w�thout beat of drum, over the least frequented roads
l�ke a th�ef steal�ng away �n the n�ght.



PART THIRD



I.

All the long, long day of the battle S�lv�ne, up on Rem�lly h�ll, where
Father Fouchard’s l�ttle farm was s�tuated, but her heart and soul
absent w�th Honoré am�d the dangers of the confl�ct, never once took
her eyes from off Sedan, where the guns were roar�ng. The follow�ng
day, moreover, her anx�ety was even greater st�ll, be�ng �ncreased by
her �nab�l�ty to obta�n any def�n�te t�d�ngs, for the Pruss�ans who were
guard�ng the roads �n the v�c�n�ty refused to answer quest�ons, as
much from reasons of pol�cy as because they knew but very l�ttle
themselves. The br�ght sun of the day before was no longer v�s�ble,
and showers had fallen, mak�ng the valley look less cheerful than
usual �n the wan l�ght.

Toward even�ng Father Fouchard, who was also haunted by a
sensat�on of uneas�ness �n the m�dst of h�s stud�ed tac�turn�ty, was
stand�ng on h�s doorstep reflect�ng on the probable outcome of
events. H�s son had no place �n h�s thoughts, but he was speculat�ng
how he best m�ght convert the m�sfortunes of others �nto fortune for
h�mself, and as he revolved these cons�derat�ons �n h�s m�nd he
not�ced a tall, strapp�ng young fellow, dressed �n the peasant’s
blouse, who had been stroll�ng up and down the road for the last
m�nute or so, look�ng as �f he d�d not know what to do w�th h�mself.
H�s aston�shment on recogn�z�ng h�m was so great that he called h�m
aloud by name, notw�thstand�ng that three Pruss�ans happened to be
pass�ng at the t�me.

“Why, Prosper! Is that you?”
The chasseur d’Afr�que �mposed s�lence on h�m w�th an emphat�c

gesture; then, com�ng closer, he sa�d �n an undertone:
“Yes, �t �s I. I have had enough of f�ght�ng for noth�ng, and I cut my

lucky. Say, Father Fouchard, you don’t happen to be �n need of a



laborer on your farm, do you?”
All the old man’s prudence came back to h�m �n a tw�nkl�ng. He

was look�ng for someone to help h�m, but �t would be better not to
say so at once.

“A lad on the farm? fa�th, no—not just now. Come �n, though, all
the same, and have a glass. I shan’t leave you out on the road when
you’re �n trouble, that’s sure.”

S�lv�ne, �n the k�tchen, was sett�ng the pot of soup on the f�re, wh�le
l�ttle Charlot was hang�ng by her sk�rts, frol�ck�ng and laugh�ng. She
d�d not recogn�ze Prosper at f�rst, although they had formerly served
together �n the same household, and �t was not unt�l she came �n,
br�ng�ng a bottle of w�ne and two glasses, that she looked h�m
squarely �n the face. She uttered a cry of joy and surpr�se; her sole
thought was of Honoré.

“Ah, you were there, weren’t you? Is Honoré all r�ght?”
Prosper’s answer was ready to sl�p from h�s tongue; he hes�tated.

For the last two days he had been l�v�ng �n a dream, among a rap�d
success�on of strange, �ll-def�ned events wh�ch left beh�nd them no
prec�se memory, as a man starts, half-awakened, from a slumber
peopled w�th fantast�c v�s�ons. It was true, doubtless, he bel�eved he
had seen Honoré ly�ng upon a cannon, dead, but he would not have
cared to swear to �t; what use �s there �n affl�ct�ng people when one �s
not certa�n?

“Honoré,” he murmured, “I don’t know, I couldn’t say.”
She cont�nued to press h�m w�th her quest�ons, look�ng at h�m

stead�ly.
“You d�d not see h�m, then?”
He waved h�s hands before h�m w�th a slow, uncerta�n mot�on and

an express�ve shake of the head.
“How can you expect one to remember! There were such lots of

th�ngs, such lots of th�ngs. Look you, of all that d——-d battle, �f I
was to d�e for �t th�s m�nute, I could not tell you that much—no, not
even the place where I was. I bel�eve men get to be no better than
�d�ots, ’pon my word I do!” And toss�ng off a glass of w�ne, he sat
gloom�ly s�lent, h�s vacant eyes turned �nward on the dark recesses



of h�s memory. “All that I remember �s that �t was beg�nn�ng to be
dark when I recovered consc�ousness. I went down wh�le we were
charg�ng, and then the sun was very h�gh. I must have been ly�ng
there for hours, my r�ght leg caught under poor old Zephyr, who had
rece�ved a p�ece of shell �n the m�ddle of h�s chest. There was
noth�ng to laugh at �n my pos�t�on, I can tell you; the dead comrades
ly�ng around me �n p�les, not a l�v�ng soul �n s�ght, and the certa�nty
that I should have to k�ck the bucket too unless someone came to
put me on my legs aga�n. Gently, gently, I tr�ed to free my leg, but �t
was no use; Zephyr’s we�ght must have been fully up to that of the
f�ve hundred thousand dev�ls. He was warm st�ll. I patted h�m, I
spoke to h�m, say�ng all the pretty th�ngs I could th�nk of, and here’s
a th�ng, do you see, that I shall never forget as long as I l�ve: he
opened h�s eyes and made an effort to ra�se h�s poor old head,
wh�ch was rest�ng on the ground bes�de my own. Then we had a talk
together: ‘Poor old fellow,’ says I, ‘I don’t want to say a word to hurt
your feel�ngs, but you must want to see me croak w�th you, you hold
me down so hard.’ Of course he d�dn’t say he d�d; he couldn’t, but for
all that I could read �n h�s great sorrowful eyes how bad he felt to
have to part w�th me. And I can’t say how the th�ng happened,
whether he �ntended �t or whether �t was part of the death struggle,
but all at once he gave h�mself a great shake that sent h�m roll�ng
away to one s�de. I was enabled to get on my feet once more, but
ah! �n what a p�ckle; my leg was swollen and heavy as a leg of lead.
Never m�nd, I took Zephyr’s head �n my arms and kept on talk�ng to
h�m, tell�ng h�m all the k�nd thoughts I had �n my heart, that he was a
good horse, that I loved h�m dearly, that I should never forget h�m.
He l�stened to me, he seemed to be so pleased! Then he had
another long convuls�on, and so he d�ed, w�th h�s b�g vacant eyes
f�xed on me t�ll the last. It �s very strange, though, and I don’t
suppose anyone w�ll bel�eve me; st�ll, �t �s the s�mple truth that great,
b�g tears were stand�ng �n h�s eyes. Poor old Zephyr, he cr�ed just
l�ke a man—”

At th�s po�nt Prosper’s emot�on got the better of h�m; tears choked
h�s utterance and he was obl�ged to break off. He gulped down
another glass of w�ne and went on w�th h�s narrat�ve �n d�sjo�nted,
�ncomplete sentences. It kept grow�ng darker and darker, unt�l there



was only a narrow streak of red l�ght on the hor�zon at the verge of
the battlef�eld; the shadows of the dead horses seemed to be
projected across the pla�n to an �nf�n�te d�stance. The pa�n and
st�ffness �n h�s leg kept h�m from mov�ng; he must have rema�ned for
a long t�me bes�de Zephyr. Then, w�th h�s fears as an �ncent�ve, he
had managed to get on h�s feet and hobble away; �t was an
�mperat�ve necess�ty to h�m not to be alone, to f�nd comrades who
would share h�s fears w�th h�m and make them less. Thus from every
nook and corner of the battlef�eld, from hedges and d�tches and
clumps of bushes, the wounded who had been left beh�nd dragged
themselves pa�nfully �n search of compan�onsh�p, form�ng when
poss�ble l�ttle bands of four or f�ve, f�nd�ng �t less hard to agon�ze and
d�e �n the company of the�r fellow-be�ngs. In the wood of la Garenne
Prosper fell �n w�th two men of the 43d reg�ment; they were not
wounded, but had burrowed �n the underbrush l�ke rabb�ts, wa�t�ng
for the com�ng of the n�ght. When they learned that he was fam�l�ar
w�th the roads they commun�cated to h�m the�r plan, wh�ch was to
traverse the woods under cover of the darkness and make the�r
escape �nto Belg�um. At f�rst he decl�ned to share the�r undertak�ng,
for he would have preferred to proceed d�rect to Rem�lly, where he
was certa�n to f�nd a refuge, but where was he to obta�n the blouse
and trousers that he requ�red as a d�sgu�se? to say noth�ng of the
�mpract�cab�l�ty of gett�ng past the numerous Pruss�an p�ckets and
outposts that f�lled the valley all the way from la Garenne to Rem�lly.
He therefore ended by consent�ng to act as gu�de to the two
comrades. H�s leg was less st�ff than �t had been, and they were so
fortunate as to secure a loaf of bread at a farmhouse. N�ne o’clock
was str�k�ng from the church of a v�llage �n the d�stance as they
resumed the�r way. The only po�nt where they encountered any
danger worth ment�on�ng was at la Chapelle, where they fell d�rectly
�nto the m�dst of a Pruss�an advanced post before they were aware
of �t; the enemy flew to arms and blazed away �nto the darkness,
wh�le they, throw�ng themselves on the ground and alternately
crawl�ng and runn�ng unt�l the f�re slackened, ult�mately rega�ned the
shelter of the trees. After that they kept to the woods, observ�ng the
utmost v�g�lance. At a bend �n the road, they crept up beh�nd an out-
ly�ng p�cket and, leap�ng on h�s back, bur�ed a kn�fe �n h�s throat.



Then the road was free before them and they no longer had to
observe precaut�on; they went ahead, laugh�ng and wh�stl�ng. It was
about three �n the morn�ng when they reached a l�ttle Belg�an v�llage,
where they knocked up a worthy farmer, who at once opened h�s
barn to them; they snuggled among the hay and slept soundly unt�l
morn�ng.

The sun was h�gh �n the heavens when Prosper awoke. As he
opened h�s eyes and looked about h�m, wh�le the two comrades
were st�ll snor�ng, he beheld the�r enterta�ner engaged �n h�tch�ng a
horse to a great carr�ole loaded w�th bread, r�ce, coffee, sugar, and
all sorts of eatables, the whole concealed under sacks of charcoal,
and a l�ttle quest�on�ng el�c�ted from the good man the fact that he
had two marr�ed daughters l�v�ng at Raucourt, �n France, whom the
passage of the Bavar�an troops had left ent�rely dest�tute, and that
the prov�s�ons �n the carr�ole were �ntended for them. He had
procured that very morn�ng the safe-conduct that was requ�red for
the journey. Prosper was �mmed�ately se�zed by an uncontrollable
des�re to take a seat �n that carr�ole and return to the country that he
loved so and for wh�ch h�s heart was yearn�ng w�th such a v�olent
nostalg�a. It was perfectly s�mple; the farmer would have to pass
through Rem�lly to reach Raucourt; he would al�ght there. The matter
was arranged �n three m�nutes; he obta�ned a loan of the longed-for
blouse and trousers, and the farmer gave out, wherever they
stopped, that he was h�s servant; so that about s�x o’clock he got
down �n front of the church, not hav�ng been stopped more than two
or three t�mes by the German outposts.

They were all s�lent for a wh�le, then: “No, I had enough of �t!” sa�d
Prosper. “If they had but set us at work that amounted to someth�ng,
as out there �n Afr�ca! but th�s go�ng up the h�ll only to come down
aga�n, the feel�ng that one �s of no earthly use to anyone, that �s no
k�nd of a l�fe at all. And then I should be lonely, now that poor Zephyr
�s dead; all that �s left me to do �s to go to work on a farm. That w�ll
be better than l�v�ng among the Pruss�ans as a pr�soner, don’t you
th�nk so? You have horses, Father Fouchard; try me, and see
whether or not I w�ll love them and take good care of them.”



The old fellow’s eyes gleamed, but he touched glasses once more
w�th the other and concluded the arrangement w�thout any ev�dence
of eagerness.

“Very well; I w�sh to be of serv�ce to you as far as l�es �n my power;
I w�ll take you. As regards the quest�on of wages, though, you must
not speak of �t unt�l the war �s over, for really I am not �n need of
anyone and the t�mes are too hard.”

S�lv�ne, who had rema�ned seated w�th Charlot on her lap, had
never once taken her eyes from Prosper’s face. When she saw h�m
r�se w�th the �ntent�on of go�ng to the stable and mak�ng �mmed�ate
acqua�ntance w�th �ts four-footed �nhab�tants, she aga�n asked:

“Then you say you d�d not see Honoré?”
The quest�on repeated thus abruptly made h�m start, as �f �t had

suddenly cast a flood of l�ght �n upon an obscure corner of h�s
memory. He hes�tated for a l�ttle, but f�nally came to a dec�s�on and
spoke.

“See here, I d�d not w�sh to gr�eve you just now, but I don’t bel�eve
Honoré w�ll ever come back.”

“Never come back—what do you mean?”
“Yes, I bel�eve that the Pruss�ans d�d h�s bus�ness for h�m. I saw

h�m ly�ng across h�s gun, h�s head erect, w�th a great wound just
beneath the heart.”

There was s�lence �n the room. S�lv�ne’s pallor was fr�ghtful to
behold, wh�le Father Fouchard d�splayed h�s �nterest �n the narrat�ve
by replac�ng upon the table h�s glass, �nto wh�ch he had just poured
what w�ne rema�ned �n the bottle.

“Are you qu�te certa�n?” she asked �n a chok�ng vo�ce.
“Dame! as certa�n as one can be of a th�ng he has seen w�th h�s

own two eyes. It was on a l�ttle h�llock, w�th three trees �n a group
r�ght bes�de �t; �t seems to me I could go to the spot bl�ndfolded.”

If �t was true she had noth�ng left to l�ve for. That lad who had been
so good to her, who had forg�ven her her fault, had pl�ghted h�s troth
and was to marry her when he came home at the end of the
campa�gn! and they had robbed her of h�m, they had murdered h�m,
and he was ly�ng out there on the battlef�eld w�th a wound under the



heart! She had never known how strong her love for h�m had been,
and now the thought that she was to see h�m no more, that he who
was hers was hers no longer, aroused her almost to a p�tch of
madness and made her forget her usual tranqu�l res�gnat�on. She set
Charlot roughly down upon the floor, excla�m�ng:

“Good! I shall not bel�eve that story unt�l I see the ev�dence of �t,
unt�l I see �t w�th my own eyes. S�nce you know the spot you shall
conduct me to �t. And �f �t �s true, �f we f�nd h�m, we w�ll br�ng h�m
home w�th us.”

Her tears allowed her to say no more; she bowed her head upon
the table, her frame convulsed by long-drawn, tumultuous sobs that
shook her from head to foot, wh�le the ch�ld, not know�ng what to
make of such unusual treatment at h�s mother’s hands, also
commenced to weep v�olently. She caught h�m up and pressed h�m
to her heart, w�th d�stracted, stammer�ng words:

“My poor ch�ld! my poor ch�ld!”
Consternat�on was dep�cted on old Fouchard’s face. Appearances

notw�thstand�ng, he d�d love h�s son, after a fash�on of h�s own.
Memor�es of the past came back to h�m, of days long van�shed,
when h�s w�fe was st�ll l�v�ng and Honoré was a boy at school, and
two b�g tears appeared �n h�s small red eyes and tr�ckled down h�s
old leathery cheeks. He had not wept before �n more than ten years.
In the end he grew angry at the thought of that son who was h�s and
upon whom he was never to set eyes aga�n; he rapped out an oath
or two.

“Nom de D�eu! �t �s provok�ng all the same, to have only one boy,
and that he should be taken from you!”

When the�r ag�tat�on had �n a measure subs�ded, however,
Fouchard was annoyed that S�lv�ne st�ll cont�nued to talk of go�ng to
search for Honoré’s body out there on the battlef�eld. She made no
further no�sy demonstrat�on, but harbored her purpose w�th the
dogged s�lence of despa�r, and he fa�led to recogn�ze �n her the
doc�le, obed�ent servant who was wont to perform her da�ly tasks
w�thout a murmur; her great, subm�ss�ve eyes, �n wh�ch lay the ch�ef
beauty of her face, had assumed an express�on of stern
determ�nat�on, wh�le beneath her th�ck brown ha�r her cheeks and



brow wore a pallor that was l�ke death. She had torn off the red
kerch�ef that was knotted about her neck, and was ent�rely �n black,
l�ke a w�dow �n her weeds. It was all �n va�n that he tr�ed to �mpress
on her the d�ff�cult�es of the undertak�ng, the dangers she would be
subjected to, the l�ttle hope there was of recover�ng the corpse; she
d�d not even take the trouble to answer h�m, and he saw clearly that
unless he seconded her �n her plan she would start out alone and do
some unw�se th�ng, and th�s aspect of the case worr�ed h�m on
account of the compl�cat�ons that m�ght ar�se between h�m and the
Pruss�an author�t�es. He therefore f�nally dec�ded to go and lay the
matter before the mayor of Rem�lly, who was a k�nd of d�stant cous�n
of h�s, and they two between them concocted a story: S�lv�ne was to
pass as the actual w�dow of Honoré, Prosper became her brother, so
that the Bavar�an colonel, who had h�s quarters �n the Hotel of the
Maltese Cross down �n the lower part of the v�llage, made no
d�ff�culty about grant�ng a pass wh�ch author�zed the brother and
s�ster to br�ng home the body of the husband, prov�ded they could
f�nd �t. By th�s t�me �t was n�ght; the only concess�on that could be
obta�ned from the young woman was that she would delay start�ng
on her exped�t�on unt�l morn�ng.

When morn�ng came old Fouchard could not be preva�led on to
allow one of h�s horses to be taken, fear�ng he m�ght never set eyes
on �t aga�n. What assurance had he that the Pruss�ans would not
conf�scate the ent�re equ�page? At last he consented, though w�th
very bad grace, to loan her the donkey, a l�ttle gray an�mal, and h�s
cart, wh�ch, though small, would be large enough to hold a dead
man. He gave m�nute �nstruct�ons to Prosper, who had had a good
n�ght’s sleep, but was anx�ous and thoughtful at the prospect of the
exped�t�on now that, be�ng rested and refreshed, he attempted to
remember someth�ng of the battle. At the last moment S�lv�ne went
and took the counterpane from her own bed, fold�ng and spread�ng �t
on the floor of the cart. Just as she was about to start she came
runn�ng back to embrace Charlot.

“I entrust h�m to your care, Father Fouchard; keep an eye on h�m
and see that he doesn’t get hold of the matches.”

“Yes, yes; never fear!”



They were late �n gett�ng off; �t was near seven o’clock when the
l�ttle process�on, the donkey, hang�ng h�s head and draw�ng the
narrow cart, lead�ng, descended the steep h�ll of Rem�lly. It had
ra�ned heav�ly dur�ng the n�ght, and the roads were become r�vers of
mud; great lower�ng clouds hung �n the heavens, �mpart�ng an a�r of
cheerless desolat�on to the scene.

Prosper, w�sh�ng to save all the d�stance he could, had determ�ned
on tak�ng the route that lay through the c�ty of Sedan, but before they
reached Pont-Maug�s a Pruss�an outpost halted the cart and held �t
for over an hour, and f�nally, after the�r pass had been referred, one
after another, to four or f�ve off�c�als, they were told they m�ght
resume the�r journey, but only on cond�t�on of tak�ng the longer,
roundabout route by way of Baze�lles, to do wh�ch they would have
to turn �nto a cross-road on the�r left. No reason was ass�gned; the�r
object was probably to avo�d add�ng to the crowd that encumbered
the streets of the c�ty. When S�lv�ne crossed the Meuse by the
ra�lroad br�dge, that �ll-starred br�dge that the French had fa�led to
destroy and wh�ch, moreover, had been the cause of such slaughter
among the Bavar�ans, she beheld the corpse of an art�lleryman
float�ng laz�ly down w�th the slugg�sh current. It caught among some
rushes near the bank, hung there a moment, then swung clear and
started afresh on �ts downward way.

Baze�lles, through wh�ch they passed from end to end at a slow
walk, afforded a spectacle of ru�n and desolat�on, the worst that war
can perpetrate when �t sweeps w�th devastat�ng force, l�ke a cyclone,
through a land. The dead had been removed; there was not a s�ngle
corpse to be seen �n the v�llage streets, and the ra�n had washed
away the blood; pools of redd�sh water were to be seen here and
there �n the roadway, w�th repuls�ve, frowzy-look�ng debr�s, matted
masses that one could not help assoc�at�ng �n h�s m�nd w�th human
ha�r. But what shocked and saddened one more than all the rest was
the ru�n that was v�s�ble everywhere; that charm�ng v�llage, only three
days before so br�ght and sm�l�ng, w�th �ts pretty houses stand�ng �n
the�r well-kept gardens, now razed, demol�shed, ann�h�lated, noth�ng
left of all �ts beaut�es save a few smoke-sta�ned walls. The church
was burn�ng st�ll, a huge pyre of smolder�ng beams and g�rders,
whence streamed cont�nually upward a column of dense black



smoke that, spread�ng �n the heavens, overshadowed the c�ty l�ke a
g�gant�c funeral pall. Ent�re streets had been swept away, not a
house left on e�ther s�de, nor any trace that houses had ever been
there, save the calc�ned stone-work ly�ng �n the gutter �n a pasty
mess of soot and ashes, the whole lost �n the v�sc�d, �nk-black mud
of the thoroughfare. Where streets �ntersected the corner houses
were razed down to the�r foundat�ons, as �f they had been carr�ed
away bod�ly by the f�ery blast that blew there. Others had suffered
less; one �n part�cular, ow�ng to some chance, had escaped almost
w�thout �njury, wh�le �ts ne�ghbors on e�ther hand, l�terally torn to
p�eces by the �ron ha�l, were l�ke gaunt skeletons. An unbearable
stench was everywhere, not�ceable, the nauseat�ng odor that follows
a great f�re, aggravated by the penetrat�ng smell of petroleum, that
had been used w�thout st�nt upon floors and walls. Then, too, there
was the p�t�ful, mute spectacle of the household goods that the
people had endeavored to save, the poor furn�ture that had been
thrown from w�ndows and smashed upon the s�dewalk, crazy tables
w�th broken legs, presses w�th cloven s�des and spl�t doors, l�nen,
also, torn and so�led, that was trodden under foot; all the sorry
crumbs, the uncons�dered tr�fles of the p�llage, of wh�ch the
destruct�on was be�ng completed by the d�ssolv�ng ra�n. Through the
breach �n a shattered house-front a clock was v�s�ble, securely
fastened h�gh up on the wall above the mantel-shelf, that had
m�raculously escaped �ntact.

“The beasts! the p�gs!” growled Prosper, whose blood, though he
was no longer a sold�er, ran hot at the s�ght of such atroc�t�es.

He doubled h�s f�sts, and S�lv�ne, who was wh�te as a ghost, had to
exert the �nfluence of her glance to calm h�m every t�me they
encountered a sentry on the�r way. The Bavar�ans had posted
sent�nels near all the houses that were st�ll burn�ng, and �t seemed
as �f those men, w�th loaded muskets and f�xed bayonets, were
guard�ng the f�res �n order that the flames m�ght f�n�sh the�r work.
They drove away the mere s�ghtseers who strolled about �n the
v�c�n�ty, and the persons who had an �nterest there as well,
employ�ng f�rst a menac�ng gesture, and �n case that was not
suff�c�ent, utter�ng a s�ngle br�ef, guttural word of command. A young
woman, her ha�r stream�ng about her shoulders, her gown plastered



w�th mud, pers�sted �n hang�ng about the smok�ng ru�ns of a l�ttle
house, of wh�ch she des�red to search the hot ashes,
notw�thstand�ng the proh�b�t�on of the sentry. The report ran that the
woman’s l�ttle baby had been burned w�th the house. And all at once,
as the Bavar�an was roughly thrust�ng her as�de w�th h�s heavy hand,
she turned on h�m, vom�t�ng �n h�s face all her despa�r and rage,
lash�ng h�m w�th taunts and �nsults that were redolent of the gutter,
w�th obscene words wh�ch l�kely afforded her some consolat�on �n
her gr�ef and d�stress. He could not have understood her, for he drew
back a pace or two, ey�ng her w�th apprehens�on. Three comrades
came runn�ng up and rel�eved h�m of the fury, whom they led away
scream�ng at the top of her vo�ce. Before the ru�ns of another house
a man and two l�ttle g�rls, all three so weary and m�serable that they
could not stand, lay on the bare ground, sobb�ng as �f the�r hearts
would break; they had seen the�r l�ttle all go up �n smoke and flame,
and had no place to go, no place to lay the�r head. But just then a
patrol went by, d�spers�ng the knots of �dlers, and the street aga�n
assumed �ts deserted aspect, peopled only by the stern, sullen
sentr�es, v�g�lant to see that the�r �n�qu�tous �nstruct�ons were
enforced.

“The beasts! the p�gs!” Prosper repeated �n a st�fled vo�ce. “How I
should l�ke, oh! how I should l�ke to k�ll a few of them!”

S�lv�ne aga�n made h�m be s�lent. She shuddered. A dog, shut up
�n a carr�age-house that the flames had spared and forgotten there
for the last two days, kept up an �ncessant, cont�nuous howl�ng, �n a
key so �nexpress�bly mournful that a brood�ng horror seemed to
pervade the low, leaden sky, from wh�ch a dr�zzl�ng ra�n had now
begun to fall. They were then just abreast of the park of Mont�v�ll�ers,
and there they w�tnessed a most horr�ble s�ght. Three great covered
carts, those carts that pass along the streets �n the early morn�ng
before �t �s l�ght and collect the c�ty’s f�lth and garbage, stood there �n
a row, loaded w�th corpses; and now, �nstead of refuse, they were
be�ng f�lled w�th dead, stopp�ng wherever there was a body to be
loaded, then go�ng on aga�n w�th the heavy rumbl�ng of the�r wheels
to make another stop further on, thread�ng Baze�lles �n �ts every nook
and corner unt�l the�r h�deous cargo overflowed. They were wa�t�ng
now upon the publ�c road to be dr�ven to the place of the�r d�scharge,



the ne�ghbor�ng potter’s f�eld. Feet were seen project�ng from the
mass �nto the a�r. A head, half-severed from �ts trunk, hung over the
s�de of the veh�cle. When the three lumber�ng vans started aga�n,
sway�ng and jolt�ng over the �nequal�t�es of the road, a long, wh�te
hand was hang�ng outward from one of them; the hand caught upon
the wheel, and l�ttle by l�ttle the �ron t�re destroyed �t, eat�ng through
sk�n and flesh clean down to the bones.

By the t�me they reached Balan the ra�n had ceased, and Prosper
preva�led on S�lv�ne to eat a b�t of the bread he had had the fores�ght
to br�ng w�th them. When they were near Sedan, however, they were
brought to a halt by another Pruss�an post, and th�s t�me the
consequences threatened to be ser�ous; the off�cer stormed at them,
and even refused to restore the�r pass, wh�ch he declared, �n
excellent French, to be a forgery. Act�ng on h�s orders some sold�ers
had run the donkey and the l�ttle cart under a shed. What were they
to do? were they to be forced to abandon the�r undertak�ng? S�lv�ne
was �n despa�r, when all at once she thought of M. Dubreu�l, Father
Fouchard’s relat�ve, w�th whom she had some sl�ght acqua�ntance
and whose place, the Herm�tage, was only a few hundred yards
d�stant, on the summ�t of the em�nence that overlooked the faubourg.
Perhaps he m�ght have some �nfluence w�th the m�l�tary, see�ng that
he was a c�t�zen of the place. As they were allowed the�r freedom,
cond�t�onally upon abandon�ng the�r equ�page, she left the donkey
and cart under the shed and bade Prosper accompany her. They
ascended the h�ll on a run, found the gate of the Herm�tage stand�ng
w�de open, and on turn�ng �nto the avenue of secular elms beheld a
spectacle that f�lled them w�th amazement.

“The dev�l!” sa�d Prosper; “there are a lot of fellows who seem to
be tak�ng th�ngs easy!”

On the f�ne-crushed gravel of the terrace, at the bottom of the
steps that led to the house, was a merry company. Arranged �n order
around a marble-topped table were a sofa and some easy-cha�rs �n
sky-blue sat�n, form�ng a sort of fantast�c open-a�r draw�ng-room,
wh�ch must have been thoroughly soaked by the ra�n of the
preced�ng day. Two zouaves, seated �n a loung�ng att�tude at e�ther
end of the sofa, seemed to be laugh�ng bo�sterously. A l�ttle



�nfantryman, who occup�ed one of the fauteu�ls, h�s head bent
forward, was apparently hold�ng h�s s�des to keep them from
spl�tt�ng. Three others were seated �n a negl�gent pose, the�r elbows
rest�ng on the arms of the�r cha�rs, wh�le a chasseur had h�s hand
extended as �f �n the act of tak�ng a glass from the table. They had
ev�dently d�scovered the locat�on of the cellar, and were enjoy�ng
themselves.

“But how �n the world do they happen to be here?” murmured
Prosper, whose stupefact�on �ncreased as he drew nearer to them.
“Have the rascals forgotten there are Pruss�ans about?”

But S�lv�ne, whose eyes had d�lated far beyond the�r natural s�ze,
suddenly uttered an exclamat�on of horror. The sold�ers never moved
hand or foot; they were stone dead. The two zouaves were st�ff and
cold; they both had had the face shot away, the nose was gone, the
eyes were torn from the�r sockets. If there appeared to be a laugh on
the face of h�m who was hold�ng h�s s�des, �t was because a bullet
had cut a great furrow through the lower port�on of h�s countenance,
smash�ng all h�s teeth. The spectacle was an un�mag�nably horr�ble
one, those poor wretches laugh�ng and convers�ng �n the�r att�tude of
man�k�ns, w�th glassy eyes and open mouths, when Death had la�d
h�s �cy hand on them and they were never more to know the warmth
and mot�on of l�fe. Had they dragged themselves, st�ll l�v�ng, to that
place, so as to d�e �n one another’s company? or was �t not rather a
ghastly prank of the Pruss�ans, who had collected the bod�es and
placed them �n a c�rcle about the table, out of der�s�on for the
trad�t�onal gayety of the French nat�on?

“It’s a queer start, though, all the same,” muttered Prosper, whose
face was very pale. And cast�ng a look at the other dead who lay
scattered about the avenue, under the trees and on the turf, some
th�rty brave fellows, among them L�eutenant Rochas, r�ddled w�th
wounds and surrounded st�ll by the shreds of the flag, he added
ser�ously and w�th great respect: “There must have been some very
pretty f�ght�ng about here! I don’t much bel�eve we shall f�nd the
bourgeo�s for whom you are look�ng.”

S�lv�ne entered the house, the doors and w�ndows of wh�ch had
been battered �n and afforded adm�ss�on to the damp, cold a�r from



w�thout. It was clear enough that there was no one there; the
masters must have taken the�r departure before the battle. She
cont�nued to prosecute her search, however, and had entered the
k�tchen, when she gave utterance to another cry of terror. Beneath
the s�nk were two bod�es, fast locked �n each other’s arms �n mortal
embrace, one of them a zouave, a handsome, brown-bearded man,
the other a huge Pruss�an w�th red ha�r. The teeth of the former were
set �n the latter’s cheek, the�r arms, st�ff �n death, had not relaxed
the�r terr�ble hug, b�nd�ng the pa�r w�th such a bond of everlast�ng
hate and fury that ult�mately �t was found necessary to bury them �n a
common grave.

Then Prosper made haste to lead S�lv�ne away, s�nce they could
accompl�sh noth�ng �n that house where Death had taken up h�s
abode, and upon the�r return, despa�r�ng, to the post where the
donkey and cart had been deta�ned, �t so chanced that they found, �n
company w�th the off�cer who had treated them so harshly, a general
on h�s way to v�s�t the battlef�eld. Th�s gentleman requested to be
allowed to see the pass, wh�ch he exam�ned attent�vely and restored
to S�lv�ne; then, w�th an express�on of compass�on on h�s face, he
gave d�rect�ons that the poor woman should have her donkey
returned to her and be allowed to go �n quest of her husband’s body.
Stopp�ng only long enough to thank her benefactor, she and her
compan�on, w�th the cart trundl�ng after them, set out for the Fond de
G�vonne, obed�ent to the �nstruct�ons that were aga�n g�ven them not
to pass through Sedan.

After that they bent the�r course to the left �n order to reach the
plateau of Illy by the road that crosses the wood of la Garenne, but
here aga�n they were delayed; twenty t�mes they nearly abandoned
all hope of gett�ng through the wood, so numerous were the
obstacles they encountered. At every step the�r way was barred by
huge trees that had been la�d low by the art�llery f�re, stretched on
the ground l�ke m�ghty g�ants fallen. It was the part of the forest that
had suffered so severely from the cannonade, where the project�les
had plowed the�r way through the secular growths as they m�ght
have done through a square of the Old Guard, meet�ng �n e�ther case
w�th the sturdy res�stance of veterans. Everywhere the earth was
cumbered w�th g�gant�c trunks, str�pped of the�r leaves and branches,



p�erced and mangled, even as mortals m�ght have been, and th�s
wholesale destruct�on, the s�ght of the poor l�mbs, ma�med,
slaughtered and weep�ng tears of sap, �nsp�red the beholder w�th the
s�cken�ng horror of a human battlef�eld. There were corpses of men
there, too; sold�ers, who had stood fraternally by the trees and fallen
w�th them. A l�eutenant, from whose mouth exuded a bloody froth,
had been tear�ng up the grass by handfuls �n h�s agony, and h�s
st�ffened f�ngers were st�ll bur�ed �n the ground. A l�ttle farther on a
capta�n, prone on h�s stomach, had ra�sed h�s head to vent h�s
angu�sh �n yells and screams, and death had caught and f�xed h�m �n
that strange att�tude. Others seemed to be slumber�ng among the
herbage, wh�le a zouave; whose blue sash had taken f�re, had had
h�s ha�r and beard burned completely from h�s head. And several
t�mes �t happened, as they traversed those woodland glades, that
they had to remove a body from the path before the donkey could
proceed on h�s way. Presently they came to a l�ttle valley, where the
s�ghts of horror abruptly ended. The battle had ev�dently turned at
th�s po�nt and expended �ts force �n another d�rect�on, leav�ng th�s
peaceful nook of nature untouched. The trees were all un�njured; the
carpet of velvety moss was undef�led by blood. A l�ttle brook coursed
merr�ly among the duckweed, the path that ran along �ts bank was
shaded by tall beeches. A penetrat�ng charm, a tender peacefulness
pervaded the sol�tude of the lovely spot, where the l�v�ng waters gave
up the�r coolness to the a�r and the leaves wh�spered softly �n the
s�lence.

Prosper had stopped to let the donkey dr�nk from the stream.
“Ah, how pleasant �t �s here!” he �nvoluntar�ly excla�med �n h�s

del�ght.
S�lv�ne cast an aston�shed look about her, as �f wonder�ng how �t

was that she, too, could feel the �nfluence of the peaceful scene.
Why should there be repose and happ�ness �n that h�dden nook,
when surround�ng �t on every s�de were sorrow and affl�ct�on? She
made a gesture of �mpat�ence.

“Qu�ck, qu�ck, let us be gone. Where �s the spot? Where d�d you
tell me you saw Honoré?”



And when, at some f�fty paces from there, they at last came out on
the plateau of Illy, the level pla�n unrolled �tself �n �ts full extent before
the�r v�s�on. It was the real, the true battlef�eld that they beheld now,
the bare f�elds stretch�ng away to the hor�zon under the wan,
cheerless sky, whence showers were stream�ng down cont�nually.
There were no p�les of dead v�s�ble; all the Pruss�ans must have
been bur�ed by th�s t�me, for there was not a s�ngle one to be seen
among the corpses of the French that were scattered here and there,
along the roads and �n the f�elds, as the confl�ct had swayed �n one
d�rect�on or another. The f�rst that they encountered was a sergeant,
propped aga�nst a hedge, a superb man, �n the bloom of h�s youthful
v�gor; h�s face was tranqu�l and a sm�le seemed to rest on h�s parted
l�ps. A hundred paces further on, however, they beheld another, ly�ng
across the road, who had been mut�lated most fr�ghtfully, h�s head
almost ent�rely shot away, h�s shoulders covered w�th great
splotches of bra�n matter. Then, as they advanced further �nto the
f�eld, after the s�ngle bod�es, d�str�buted here and there, they came
across l�ttle groups; they saw seven men al�gned �n s�ngle rank,
kneel�ng and w�th the�r muskets at the shoulder �n the pos�t�on of
a�m, who had been h�t as they were about to f�re, wh�le close bes�de
them a subaltern had also fallen as he was �n the act of g�v�ng the
word of command. After that the road led along the br�nk of a l�ttle
rav�ne, and there they beheld a spectacle that aroused the�r horror to
the h�ghest p�tch as they looked down �nto the chasm, �nto wh�ch an
ent�re company seemed to have been blown by the f�ery blast; �t was
choked w�th corpses, a landsl�de, an avalanche of ma�med and
mut�lated men, bent and tw�sted �n an �nextr�cable tangle, who w�th
convulsed f�ngers had caught at the yellow clay of the bank to save
themselves �n the�r descent, fru�tlessly. And a dusky flock of ravens
flew away, croak�ng no�s�ly, and swarms of fl�es, thousands upon
thousands of them, attracted by the odor of fresh blood, were
buzz�ng over the bod�es and return�ng �ncessantly.

“Where �s the spot?” S�lv�ne asked aga�n.
They were then pass�ng a plowed f�eld that was completely

covered w�th knapsacks. It was man�fest that some reg�ment had
been roughly handled there, and the men, �n a moment of pan�c, had
rel�eved themselves of the�r burdens. The debr�s of every sort w�th



wh�ch the ground was th�ckly strewn served to expla�n the ep�sodes
of the confl�ct. There was a stubble f�eld where the scattered kep�s,
resembl�ng huge popp�es, shreds of un�forms, epaulettes, and
sword-belts told the story of one of those �nfrequent hand-to-hand
contests �n the f�erce art�llery duel that had lasted twelve hours. But
the objects that were encountered most frequently, at every step, �n
fact, were abandoned weapons, sabers, bayonets, and, more
part�cularly, chassepots; and so numerous were they that they
seemed to have sprouted from the earth, a harvest that had matured
�n a s�ngle �ll-omened day. Porr�ngers and buckets, also, were
scattered along the roads, together w�th the heterogeneous contents
of knapsacks, r�ce, brushes, cloth�ng, cartr�dges. The f�elds
everywhere presented an un�form scene of devastat�on: fences
destroyed, trees bl�ghted as �f they had been struck by l�ghtn�ng, the
very so�l �tself torn by shells, compacted and hardened by the tramp
of countless feet, and so maltreated that �t seemed as �f seasons
must elapse before �t could aga�n become product�ve. Everyth�ng
had been drenched and soaked by the ra�n of the preced�ng day; an
odor arose and hung �n the a�r pers�stently, that odor of the battlef�eld
that smells l�ke ferment�ng straw and burn�ng cloth, a m�xture of
rottenness and gunpowder.

S�lv�ne, who was beg�nn�ng to weary of those f�elds of death over
wh�ch she had tramped so many long m�les, looked about her w�th
�ncreas�ng d�strust and uneas�ness.

“Where �s the spot? where �s �t?”
But Prosper made no answer; he also was becom�ng uneasy.

What d�stressed h�m even more than the s�ghts of suffer�ng among
h�s fellow-sold�ers was the dead horses, the poor brutes that lay
outstretched upon the�r s�de, that were met w�th �n great numbers.
Many of them presented a most p�t�ful spectacle, �n all sorts of
harrow�ng att�tudes, w�th heads torn from the body, w�th lacerated
flanks from wh�ch the entra�ls protruded. Many were rest�ng on the�r
back, w�th the�r four feet elevated �n the a�r l�ke s�gnals of d�stress.
The ent�re extent of the broad pla�n was dotted w�th them. There
were some that death had not released after the�r two days’ agony;
at the fa�ntest sound they would ra�se the�r head, turn�ng �t eagerly



from r�ght to left, then let �t fall aga�n upon the ground, wh�le others
lay mot�onless and momentar�ly gave utterance to that shr�ll scream
wh�ch one who has heard �t can never forget, the lament of the dy�ng
horse, so p�erc�ngly mournful that earth and heaven seemed to
shudder �n un�son w�th �t. And Prosper, w�th a bleed�ng heart, thought
of poor Zephyr, and told h�mself that perhaps he m�ght see h�m once
aga�n.

Suddenly he became aware that the ground was trembl�ng under
the thunder�ng hoof-beats of a headlong charge. He turned to look,
and had barely t�me to shout to h�s compan�on:

“The horses, the horses! Get beh�nd that wall!”
From the summ�t of a ne�ghbor�ng em�nence a hundred r�derless

horses, some of them st�ll bear�ng the saddle and master’s k�t, were
plung�ng down upon them at break-neck speed. They were cavalry
mounts that had lost the�r masters and rema�ned on the battlef�eld,
and �nst�nct had counseled them to assoc�ate together �n a band.
They had had ne�ther hay nor oats for two days, and had cropped
the scanty grass from off the pla�n, shorn the hedge-rows of leaves
and tw�gs, gnawed the bark from the trees, and when they felt the
pangs of hunger pr�ck�ng at the�r v�tals l�ke a keen spur, they started
all together at a mad gallop and charged across the deserted, s�lent
f�elds, crush�ng the dead out of all human shape, ext�ngu�sh�ng the
last spark of l�fe �n the wounded.

The band came on l�ke a wh�rlw�nd; S�lv�ne had only t�me to pull
the donkey and cart to one s�de where they would be protected by
the wall.

“Mon D�eu! we shall be k�lled!”
But the horses had taken the obstacle �n the�r str�de and were

already scour�ng away �n the d�stance on the other s�de w�th a
rumble l�ke that of a reced�ng thunder-storm; str�k�ng �nto a sunken
road they pursued �t as far as the corner of a l�ttle wood, beh�nd
wh�ch they were lost to s�ght.

S�lv�ne, when she had brought the cart back �nto the road, �ns�sted
that Prosper should answer her quest�on before they proceeded
further.



“Come, where �s �t? You told me you could f�nd the spot w�th your
eyes bandaged; where �s �t? We have reached the ground.”

He, draw�ng h�mself up and anx�ously scann�ng the hor�zon �n
every d�rect�on, seemed to become more and more perplexed.

“There were three trees, I must f�nd those three trees �n the f�rst
place. Ah, dame! see here, one’s s�ght �s not of the clearest when he
�s f�ght�ng, and �t �s no such easy matter to remember afterward the
roads one has passed over!”

Then perce�v�ng people to h�s left, two men and a woman, �t
occurred to h�m to quest�on them, but the woman ran away at h�s
approach and the men repulsed h�m w�th threaten�ng gestures; and
he saw others of the same str�pe, clad �n sord�d rags, unspeakably
f�lthy, w�th the �ll-favored faces of th�eves and murderers, and they all
shunned h�m, sl�nk�ng away among the corpses l�ke jackals or other
unclean, creep�ng beasts. Then he not�ced that wherever these
v�lla�nous gentry passed the dead beh�nd them were shoeless, the�r
bare, wh�te feet exposed, devo�d of cover�ng, and he saw how �t was:
they were the tramps and thugs who followed the German arm�es for
the sake of plunder�ng the dead, the detestable crew who followed �n
the wake of the �nvas�on �n order that they m�ght reap the�r harvest
from the f�eld of blood. A tall, lean fellow arose �n front of h�m and
scurr�ed away on a run, a sack slung across h�s shoulder, the
watches and small co�ns, proceeds of h�s robber�es, j�ngl�ng �n h�s
pockets.

A boy about fourteen or f�fteen years old, however, allowed
Prosper to approach h�m, and when the latter, see�ng h�m to be
French, rated h�m soundly, the boy spoke up �n h�s defense. What,
was �t wrong for a poor fellow to earn h�s l�v�ng? He was collect�ng
chassepots, and rece�ved f�ve sous for every chassepot he brought
�n. He had run away from h�s v�llage that morn�ng, hav�ng eaten
noth�ng s�nce the day before, and engaged h�mself to a contractor
from Luxembourg, who had an arrangement w�th the Pruss�ans by
v�rtue of wh�ch he was to gather the muskets from the f�eld of battle,
the Germans fear�ng that should the scattered arms be collected by
the peasants of the front�er, they m�ght be conveyed �nto Belg�um
and thence f�nd the�r way back to France. And so �t was that there



was qu�te a flock of poor dev�ls hunt�ng for muskets and earn�ng the�r
f�ve sous, rummag�ng among the herbage, l�ke the women who may
be seen �n the meadows, bent nearly double, gather�ng dandel�ons.

“It’s a d�rty bus�ness,” Prosper growled.
“What would you have! A chap must eat,” the boy repl�ed. “I am

not robb�ng anyone.”
Then, as he d�d not belong to that ne�ghborhood and could not

g�ve the �nformat�on that Prosper wanted, he po�nted out a l�ttle
farmhouse not far away where he had seen some people st�rr�ng.

Prosper thanked h�m and was mov�ng away to rejo�n S�lv�ne when
he caught s�ght of a chassepot, part�ally bur�ed �n a furrow. H�s f�rst
thought was to say noth�ng of h�s d�scovery; then he turned about
suddenly and shouted, as �f he could not help �t:

“Hallo! here’s one; that w�ll make f�ve sous more for you.”
As they approached the farmhouse S�lv�ne not�ced other peasants

engaged w�th spades and p�cks �n d�gg�ng long trenches; but these
men were under the d�rect command of Pruss�an off�cers, who, w�th
noth�ng more form�dable than a l�ght walk�ng-st�ck �n the�r hands,
stood by, st�ff and s�lent, and super�ntended the work. They had
requ�s�t�oned the �nhab�tants of all the v�llages of the v�c�n�ty �n th�s
manner, fear�ng that decompos�t�on m�ght be hastened, ow�ng to the
ra�ny weather. Two cart-loads of dead bod�es were stand�ng near,
and a gang of men was unload�ng them, lay�ng the corpses s�de by
s�de �n close cont�gu�ty to one another, not search�ng them, not even
look�ng at the�r faces, wh�le two men followed after, equ�pped w�th
great shovels, and covered the row w�th a layer of earth, so th�n that
the ground had already begun to crack beneath the showers. The
work was so badly and hast�ly done that before two weeks should
have elapsed each of those f�ssures would be breath�ng forth
pest�lence. S�lv�ne could not res�st the �mpulse to pause at the br�nk
of the trench and look at those p�t�ful corpses as they were brought
forward, one after another. She was possessed by a horr�ble fear
that �n each fresh body the men brought from the cart she m�ght
recogn�ze Honoré. Was not that he, that poor wretch whose left eye
had been destroyed? No! Perhaps that one w�th the fractured jaw
was he? The one th�ng certa�n to her m�nd was that �f she d�d not



make haste to f�nd h�m, wherever he m�ght be on that boundless,
�ndeterm�nate plateau, they would p�ck h�m up and bury h�m �n a
common grave w�th the others. She therefore hurr�ed to rejo�n
Prosper, who had gone on to the farmhouse w�th the cart.

“Mon D�eu! how �s �t that you are not better �nformed? Where �s the
place? Ask the people, quest�on them.”

There were none but Pruss�ans at the farm, however, together w�th
a woman servant and her ch�ld, just come �n from the woods, where
they had been near per�sh�ng of th�rst and hunger. The scene was
one of patr�archal s�mpl�c�ty and well-earned repose after the fat�gues
of the last few days. Some of the sold�ers had hung the�r un�forms
from a clothes-l�ne and were g�v�ng them a thorough brush�ng,
another was putt�ng a patch on h�s trousers, w�th great neatness and
dexter�ty, wh�le the cook of the detachment had bu�lt a great f�re �n
the m�ddle of the courtyard on wh�ch the soup was bo�l�ng �n a huge
pot from wh�ch ascended a most appet�z�ng odor of cabbage and
bacon. There �s no deny�ng that the Pruss�ans generally d�splayed
great moderat�on toward the �nhab�tants of the country after the
conquest, wh�ch was made the eas�er to them by the sp�r�t of
d�sc�pl�ne that preva�led among the troops. These men m�ght have
been taken for peaceable c�t�zens just come �n from the�r da�ly
avocat�ons, smok�ng the�r long p�pes. On a bench bes�de the door
sat a stout, red-bearded man, who had taken up the servant’s ch�ld,
a l�ttle urch�n f�ve or s�x years old, and was dandl�ng �t and talk�ng
baby-talk to �t �n German, del�ghted to see the l�ttle one laugh at the
harsh syllables wh�ch �t could not understand.

Prosper, fear�ng there m�ght be more trouble �n store for them, had
turned h�s back on the sold�ers �mmed�ately on enter�ng, but those
Pruss�ans were really good fellows; they sm�led at the l�ttle donkey,
and d�d not even trouble themselves to ask for a s�ght of the pass.

Then ensued a w�ld, a�mless scamper across the bosom of the
great, s�n�ster pla�n. The sun, now s�nk�ng rap�dly toward the hor�zon,
showed �ts face for a moment from between two clouds. Was n�ght to
descend and surpr�se them �n the m�dst of that vast charnel-house?
Another shower came down; the sun was obscured, the ra�n and
m�st formed an �mpenetrable barr�er about them, so that the country



around, roads, f�elds, trees, was shut out from the�r v�s�on. Prosper
knew not where they were; he was lost, and adm�tted �t: h�s memory
was all astray, he could recall noth�ng prec�se of the occurrences of
that terr�ble day but one before. Beh�nd them, h�s head lowered
almost to the ground, the l�ttle donkey trotted along res�gnedly,
dragg�ng the cart, w�th h�s customary doc�l�ty. F�rst they took a
northerly course, then they returned toward Sedan. They had lost
the�r bear�ngs and could not tell �n wh�ch d�rect�on they were go�ng;
tw�ce they not�ced that they were pass�ng local�t�es that they had
passed before and retraced the�r steps. They had doubtless been
travel�ng �n a c�rcle, and there came a moment when �n the�r
exhaust�on and despa�r they stopped at a place where three roads
met, w�thout courage to pursue the�r search further, the ra�n pelt�ng
down on them, lost and utterly m�serable �n the m�dst of a sea of
mud.

But they heard the sound of groans, and hasten�ng to a lonely l�ttle
house on the�r left, found there, �n one of the bedrooms, two
wounded men. All the doors were stand�ng open; the two
unfortunates had succeeded �n dragg�ng themselves thus far and
had thrown themselves on the beds, and for the two days that they
had been alternately sh�ver�ng and burn�ng, the�r wounds hav�ng
rece�ved no attent�on, they had seen no one, not a l�v�ng soul. They
were tortured by a consum�ng th�rst, and the beat�ng of the ra�n
aga�nst the w�ndow-panes added to the�r torment, but they could not
move hand or foot. Hence, when they heard S�lv�ne approach�ng, the
f�rst word that escaped the�r l�ps was: “Dr�nk! G�ve us to dr�nk!” that
long�ng, pathet�c cry, w�th wh�ch the wounded always pursue the by-
passer whenever the sound of footsteps arouses them from the�r
lethargy. There were many cases s�m�lar to th�s, where men were
overlooked �n remote corners, wh�ther they had fled for refuge. Some
were p�cked up even f�ve and s�x days later, when the�r sores were
f�lled w�th maggots and the�r suffer�ngs had rendered them del�r�ous.

When S�lv�ne had g�ven the wretched men a dr�nk Prosper, who, �n
the more sorely �njured of the twa�n, had recogn�zed a comrade of
h�s reg�ment, a chasseur d’Afr�que, saw that they could not be far
from the ground over wh�ch Marguer�tte’s d�v�s�on had charged,
�nasmuch as the poor dev�l had been able to drag h�mself to that



house. All the �nformat�on he could get from h�m, however, was of
the vaguest; yes, �t was over that way; you turned to the left, after
pass�ng a b�g f�eld of potatoes.

Immed�ately she was �n possess�on of th�s slender clue S�lv�ne
�ns�sted on start�ng out aga�n. An �nfer�or off�cer of the med�cal
department chanced to pass w�th a cart just then, collect�ng the
dead; she ha�led h�m and not�f�ed h�m of the presence of the
wounded men, then, throw�ng the donkey’s br�dle across her arm,
urged h�m along over the muddy road, eager to reach the des�gnated
spot, beyond the b�g potato f�eld. When they had gone some
d�stance she stopped, y�eld�ng to her despa�r.

“My God, where �s the place! Where can �t be?”
Prosper looked about h�m, tax�ng h�s recollect�on fru�tlessly.
“I told you, �t �s close bes�de the place where we made our charge.

If only I could f�nd my poor Zephyr—”
And he cast a w�stful look on the dead horses that lay around

them. It had been h�s secret hope, h�s dearest w�sh, dur�ng the ent�re
t�me they had been wander�ng over the plateau, to see h�s mount
once more, to b�d h�m a last farewell.

“It ought to be somewhere �n th�s v�c�n�ty,” he suddenly sa�d. “See!
over there to the left, there are the three trees. You see the wheel-
tracks? And, look, over yonder �s a broken-down ca�sson. We have
found the spot; we are here at last!”

Qu�ver�ng w�th emot�on, S�lv�ne darted forward and eagerly
scanned the faces of two corpses, two art�llerymen who had fallen by
the roads�de.

“He �s not here! He �s not here! You cannot have seen ar�ght. Yes,
that �s �t; some delus�on must have cheated your eyes.” And l�ttle by
l�ttle an a�r-drawn hope, a w�ld del�ght crept �nto her m�nd. “If you
were m�staken, �f he should be al�ve! And be sure he �s al�ve, s�nce
he �s not here!”

Suddenly she gave utterance to a low, smothered cry. She had
turned, and was stand�ng on the very pos�t�on that the battery had
occup�ed. The scene was most fr�ghtful, the ground torn and f�ssured
as by an earthquake and covered w�th wreckage of every



descr�pt�on, the dead ly�ng as they had fallen �n every �mag�nable
att�tude of horror, arms bent and tw�sted, legs doubled under them,
heads thrown back, the l�ps parted over the wh�te teeth as �f the�r last
breath had been expended �n shout�ng def�ance to the foe. A
corporal had d�ed w�th h�s hands pressed convuls�vely to h�s eyes,
unable longer to endure the dread spectacle. Some gold co�ns that a
l�eutenant carr�ed �n a belt about h�s body had been sp�lled at the
same t�me as h�s l�fe-blood, and lay scattered among h�s entra�ls.
There were Adolphe, the dr�ver, and the gunner, Lou�s, clasped �n
each other’s arms �n a f�erce embrace, the�r s�ghtless orbs start�ng
from the�r sockets, mated even �n death. And there, at last, was
Honoré, recumbent on h�s d�sabled gun as on a bed of honor, w�th
the great rent �n h�s s�de that had let out h�s young l�fe, h�s face,
unmut�lated and beaut�ful �n �ts stern anger, st�ll turned def�antly
toward the Pruss�an batter�es.

“Oh! my fr�end,” sobbed S�lv�ne, “my fr�end, my fr�end—”
She had fallen to her knees on the damp, cold ground, her hands

jo�ned as �f �n prayer, �n an outburst of frant�c gr�ef. The word fr�end,
the only name by wh�ch �t occurred to her to address h�m, told the
story of the tender affect�on she had lost �n that man, so good, so
lov�ng, who had forg�ven her, had meant to make her h�s w�fe,
desp�te the ugly past. And now all hope was dead w�th�n her bosom,
there was noth�ng left to make l�fe des�rable. She had never loved
another; she would put away her love for h�m at the bottom of her
heart and hold �t sacred there. The ra�n had ceased; a flock of crows
that c�rcled above the three trees, croak�ng d�smally, affected her l�ke
a menace of ev�l. Was he to be taken from her aga�n, her cher�shed
dead, whom she had recovered w�th such d�ff�culty? She dragged
herself along upon her knees, and w�th a trembl�ng hand brushed
away the hungry fl�es that were buzz�ng about her fr�end’s w�de-open
eyes.

She caught s�ght of a b�t of blood-sta�ned paper between Honoré’s
st�ffened f�ngers. It troubled her; she tr�ed to ga�n possess�on of the
paper, pull�ng at �t gently, but the dead man would not surrender �t,
seem�ngly t�ghten�ng h�s hold on �t, guard�ng �t so jealously that �t
could not have been taken from h�m w�thout tear�ng �t �n b�ts. It was



the letter she had wr�tten h�m, that he had always carr�ed next h�s
heart, and that he had taken from �ts h�d�ng place �n the moment of
h�s supreme agony, as �f to b�d her a last farewell. It seemed so
strange, was such a revelat�on, that he should have d�ed th�nk�ng of
her; when she saw what �t was a profound del�ght f�lled her soul �n
the m�dst of her affl�ct�on. Yes, surely, she would leave �t w�th h�m,
the letter that was so dear to h�m! she would not take �t from h�m,
s�nce he was so bent on carry�ng �t w�th h�m to the grave. Her tears
flowed afresh, but they were benef�cent tears th�s t�me, and brought
heal�ng and comfort w�th them. She arose and k�ssed h�s hands,
k�ssed h�m on the forehead, utter�ng meanwh�le but that one word,
wh�ch was �n �tself a prolonged caress:

“My fr�end! my fr�end—”
Meant�me the sun was decl�n�ng; Prosper had gone and taken the

counterpane from the cart, and between them they ra�sed Honoré’s
body, slowly, reverently, and la�d �t on the bed-cover�ng, wh�ch they
had stretched upon the ground; then, f�rst wrapp�ng h�m �n �ts folds,
they bore h�m to the cart. It was threaten�ng to ra�n aga�n, and they
had started on the�r return, form�ng, w�th the donkey, a sorrowful l�ttle
cortége on the broad bosom of the accursed pla�n, when a deep
rumbl�ng as of thunder was heard �n the d�stance. Prosper turned h�s
head and had only t�me to shout:

“The horses! the horses!”
It was the starv�ng, abandoned cavalry mounts mak�ng another

charge. They came up th�s t�me �n a deep mass across a w�de,
smooth f�eld, manes and ta�ls stream�ng �n the w�nd, froth fly�ng from
the�r nostr�ls, and the level rays of the f�ery sett�ng sun sent the
shadow of the �nfur�ated herd clean across the plateau. S�lv�ne
rushed forward and planted herself before the cart, ra�s�ng her arms
above her head as �f her puny form m�ght have power to check them.
Fortunately the ground fell off just at that po�nt, caus�ng them to
swerve to the left; otherw�se they would have crushed donkey, cart,
and all to powder. The earth trembled, and the�r hoofs sent a volley
of clods and small stones fly�ng through the a�r, one of wh�ch struck
the donkey on the head and wounded h�m. The last that was seen of
them they were tear�ng down a rav�ne.



“It’s hunger that starts them off l�ke that,” sa�d Prosper. “Poor
beasts!”

S�lv�ne, hav�ng bandaged the donkey’s ear w�th her handkerch�ef,
took h�m aga�n by the br�dle, and the mournful l�ttle process�on began
to retrace �ts steps across the plateau, to cover the two leagues that
lay between �t and Rem�lly. Prosper had turned and cast a look on
the dead horses, h�s heart heavy w�th�n h�m to leave the f�eld w�thout
hav�ng seen Zephyr.

A l�ttle below the wood of la Garenne, as they were about to turn
off to the left to take the road that they had traversed that morn�ng,
they encountered another German post and were aga�n obl�ged to
exh�b�t the�r pass. And the off�cer �n command, �nstead of tell�ng them
to avo�d Sedan, ordered them to keep stra�ght on the�r course and
pass through the c�ty; otherw�se they would be arrested. Th�s was
the most recent order; �t was not for them to quest�on �t. Moreover,
the�r journey would be shortened by a m�le and a quarter, wh�ch they
d�d not regret, weary and foot-sore as they were.

When they were w�th�n Sedan, however, they found the�r progress
retarded ow�ng to a s�ngular cause. As soon as they had passed the
fort�f�cat�ons the�r nostr�ls were saluted by such a stench, they were
obl�ged to wade through such a mass of abom�nable f�lth, reach�ng
almost to the�r knees, as fa�rly turned the�r stomachs. The c�ty, where
for three days a hundred thousand men had l�ved w�thout the
sl�ghtest prov�s�on be�ng made for decency or cleanl�ness, had
become a cesspool, a foul sewer, and th�s dev�l’s broth was
th�ckened by all sorts of sol�d matter, rott�ng hay and straw, stable
l�tter, and the excreta of an�mals. The carcasses of the horses, too,
that were knocked on the head, sk�nned, and cut up �n the publ�c
squares, �n full v�ew of everyone, had the�r full share �n
contam�nat�ng the atmosphere; the entra�ls lay decay�ng �n the hot
sunsh�ne, the bones and heads were left ly�ng on the pavement,
where they attracted swarms of fl�es. Pest�lence would surely break
out �n the c�ty unless they made haste to r�d themselves of all that
carr�on, of that stratum of �mpur�ty, wh�ch, �n the Rue de M�n�l, the
Rue Maqua, and even on the Place Turenne, reached a depth of
twelve �nches. The Pruss�an author�t�es had taken the matter up, and



the�r placards were to be seen posted about the c�ty, requ�s�t�on�ng
the �nhab�tants, �rrespect�ve of rank, laborers, merchants, bourgeo�s,
mag�strates, for the morrow; they were ordered to assemble, armed
w�th brooms and shovels, and apply themselves to the task, and
were warned that they would be subjected to heavy penalt�es �f the
c�ty was not clean by n�ght. The Pres�dent of the Tr�bunal had taken
t�me by the forelock, and m�ght even then be seen scrap�ng away at
the pavement before h�s door and load�ng the results of h�s labors
upon a wheelbarrow w�th a f�re-shovel.

S�lv�ne and Prosper, who had selected the Grande Rue as the�r
route for travers�ng the c�ty, advanced but slowly through that lake of
malodorous sl�me. In add�t�on to that the place was �n a state of
ferment and ag�tat�on that made �t necessary for them to pull up
almost at every moment. It was the t�me that the Pruss�ans had
selected for search�ng the houses �n order to unearth those sold�ers,
who, determ�ned that they would not g�ve themselves up, had h�dden
themselves away. When, at about two o’clock of the preced�ng day,
General de W�mpffen had returned from the château of Bellevue
after s�gn�ng the cap�tulat�on, the report �mmed�ately began to
c�rculate that the surrendered troops were to be held under guard �n
the pen�nsula of Iges unt�l such t�me as arrangements could be
perfected for send�ng them off to Germany. Some few off�cers had
expressed the�r �ntent�on of tak�ng advantage of that st�pulat�on
wh�ch accorded them the�r l�berty cond�t�onally on the�r s�gn�ng an
agreement not to serve aga�n dur�ng the campa�gn. Only one
general, so �t was sa�d, Bourga�n-Desfeu�lles, alleg�ng h�s
rheumat�sm as a reason, had bound h�mself by that pledge, and
when, that very morn�ng, h�s carr�age had dr�ven up to the door of
the Hotel of the Golden Cross and he had taken h�s seat �n �t to leave
the c�ty, the people had hooted and h�ssed h�m unmerc�fully. The
operat�on of d�sarm�ng had been go�ng on s�nce break of day; the
manner of �ts performance was, the troops def�led by battal�ons on
the Place Turenne, where each man depos�ted h�s musket and
bayonet on the p�le, l�ke a mounta�n of old �ron, wh�ch kept r�s�ng
h�gher and h�gher, �n a corner of the place. There was a Pruss�an
detachment there under the command of a young off�cer, a tall, pale
youth, wear�ng a sky-blue tun�c and a cap adorned w�th a cock’s



feather, who super�ntended operat�ons w�th a lofty but sold�er-l�ke a�r,
h�s hands encased �n wh�te gloves. A zouave, �n a f�t of
�nsubord�nat�on, hav�ng refused to g�ve up h�s chassepot, the off�cer
ordered that he be taken away, add�ng, �n the same even tone of
vo�ce: “And let h�m be shot forthw�th!” The rest of the battal�on
cont�nued to def�le w�th a sullen and dejected a�r, throw�ng down the�r
arms mechan�cally, as �f �n haste to have the ceremony ended. But
who could est�mate the number of those who had d�sarmed
themselves voluntar�ly, those whose muskets lay scattered over the
country, out yonder on the f�eld of battle? And how many, too, w�th�n
the last twenty-four hours had concealed themselves, flatter�ng
themselves w�th the hope that they m�ght escape �n the confus�on
that re�gned everywhere! There was scarcely a house but had �ts
crew of those headstrong �d�ots who refused to respond when called
on, h�d�ng away �n corners and shamm�ng death; the German patrols
that were sent through the c�ty even d�scovered them stowed away
under beds. And as many, even after they were unearthed,
stubbornly pers�sted �n rema�n�ng �n the cellars wh�ther they had fled
for shelter, the patrols were obl�ged to f�re on them through the coal-
holes. It was a man-hunt, a brutal and cruel battue, dur�ng wh�ch the
c�ty resounded w�th r�fle-shots and outland�sh oaths.

At the Pont du Meuse they found a throng wh�ch the donkey was
unable to penetrate and were brought to a stand-st�ll. The off�cer
command�ng the guard at the br�dge, suspect�ng they were
endeavor�ng to carry on an �ll�c�t traff�c �n bread or meat, �ns�sted on
see�ng w�th h�s own eyes what was conta�ned �n the cart; draw�ng
as�de the cover�ng, he gazed for an �nstant on the corpse w�th a
feel�ng express�on, then mot�oned them to go the�r way. St�ll,
however, they were unable to get forward, the crowd momentar�ly
grew denser and denser; one of the f�rst detachments of French
pr�soners was be�ng conducted to the pen�nsula of Iges under escort
of a Pruss�an guard. The sorry band streamed on �n long array, the
men �n the�r tattered, d�rty un�forms crowd�ng one another, tread�ng
on one another’s heels, w�th bowed heads and s�delong, hang-dog
looks, the dejected ga�t and bear�ng of the vanqu�shed to whom had
been left not even so much as a kn�fe w�th wh�ch to cut the�r throat.
The harsh, curt orders of the guard urg�ng them forward resounded



l�ke the crack�ng of a wh�p �n the s�lence, wh�ch was unbroken save
for the plash�ng of the�r coarse shoes through the sem�-l�qu�d mud.
Another shower began to fall, and there could be no more sorrowful
s�ght than that band of d�sheartened sold�ers, shuffl�ng along through
the ra�n, l�ke beggars and vagabonds on the publ�c h�ghway.

All at once Prosper, whose heart was beat�ng as �f �t would burst
h�s bosom w�th repressed sorrow and �nd�gnat�on, nudged S�lv�ne
and called her attent�on to two sold�ers who were pass�ng at the
moment. He had recogn�zed Maur�ce and Jean, trudg�ng along w�th
the�r compan�ons, l�ke brothers, s�de by s�de. They were near the
end of the l�ne, and as there was now no �mped�ment �n the�r way, he
was enabled to keep them �n v�ew as far as the Faubourg of Torcy,
as they traversed the level road wh�ch leads to Iges between
gardens and truck farms.

“Ah!” murmured S�lv�ne, d�stressed by what she had just seen,
f�x�ng her eyes on Honoré’s body, “�t may be that the dead have the
better part!”

N�ght descended wh�le they were at Wadel�ncourt, and �t was
p�tchy dark long before they reached Rem�lly. Father Fouchard was
greatly surpr�sed to behold the body of h�s son, for he had felt certa�n
that �t would never be recovered. He had been attend�ng to bus�ness
dur�ng the day, and had completed an excellent barga�n; the market
pr�ce for off�cers’ chargers was twenty francs, and he had bought
three for forty-f�ve francs.



II.

The crush was so great as the column of pr�soners was leav�ng
Torcy that Maur�ce, who had stopped a moment to buy some
tobacco, was parted from Jean, and w�th all h�s efforts was unable
thereafter to catch up w�th h�s reg�ment through the dense masses of
men that f�lled the road. When he at last reached the br�dge that
spans the canal wh�ch �ntersects the pen�nsula of Iges at �ts base, he
found h�mself �n a m�xed company of chasseurs d’Afr�que and troops
of the �nfanter�e de mar�ne.

There were two p�eces of art�llery stat�oned at the br�dge, the�r
muzzles turned upon the �nter�or of the pen�nsula; �t was a place
easy of access, but from wh�ch ex�t would seem to be attended w�th
some d�ff�cult�es. Immed�ately beyond the canal was a comfortable
house, where the Pruss�ans had establ�shed a post, commanded by
a capta�n, upon wh�ch devolved the duty of rece�v�ng and guard�ng
the pr�soners. The formal�t�es observed were not excess�ve; they
merely counted the men, as �f they had been sheep, as they came
stream�ng �n a huddle across the br�dge, w�thout troubl�ng
themselves overmuch about un�forms or organ�zat�ons, after wh�ch
the pr�soners were free of the f�elds and at l�berty to select the�r
dwell�ng-place wherever chance and the road they were on m�ght
d�rect.

The f�rst th�ng that Maur�ce d�d was to address a quest�on to a
Bavar�an off�cer, who was seated astr�de upon a cha�r, enjoy�ng a
tranqu�l smoke.

“The 106th of the l�ne, s�r, can you tell me where I shall f�nd �t?”
E�ther the off�cer was unl�ke most German off�cers and d�d not

understand French, or thought �t a good joke to myst�fy a poor dev�l



of a sold�er. He sm�led and ra�sed h�s hand, �nd�cat�ng by h�s mot�on
that the other was to keep follow�ng the road he was pursu�ng.

Although Maur�ce had spent a good part of h�s l�fe �n the
ne�ghborhood he had never before been on the pen�nsula; he
proceeded to explore h�s new surround�ngs, as a mar�ner m�ght do
when cast by a tempest on the shore of a desolate �sland. He f�rst
sk�rted the Tour à Gla�re, a very handsome country-place, whose
small park, s�tuated as �t was on the bank of the Meuse, possessed a
pecul�arly attract�ve charm. After that the road ran parallel w�th the
r�ver, of wh�ch the slugg�sh current flowed on the r�ght hand at the
foot of h�gh, steep banks. The way from there was a gradually
ascend�ng one, unt�l �t wound around the gentle em�nence that
occup�ed the central port�on of the pen�nsula, and there were
abandoned quarr�es there and excavat�ons �n the ground, �n wh�ch a
network of narrow paths had the�r term�nat�on. A l�ttle further on was
a m�ll, seated on the border of the stream. Then the road curved and
pursued a descend�ng course unt�l �t entered the v�llage of Iges,
wh�ch was bu�lt on the h�lls�de and connected by a ferry w�th the
further shore, just oppos�te the rope-walk at Sa�nt-Albert. Last of all
came meadows and cult�vated f�elds, a broad expanse of level,
treeless country, around wh�ch the r�ver swept �n a w�de, c�rcl�ng
bend. In va�n had Maur�ce scrut�n�zed every �nch of uneven ground
on the h�lls�de; all he could d�st�ngu�sh there was cavalry and art�llery,
prepar�ng the�r quarters for the n�ght. He made further �nqu�r�es,
apply�ng among others to a corporal of chasseurs d’Afr�que, who
could g�ve h�m no �nformat�on. The prospect for f�nd�ng h�s reg�ment
looked bad; n�ght was com�ng down, and, leg-weary and
d�sheartened, he seated h�mself for a moment on a stone by the
ways�de.

As he sat there, abandon�ng h�mself to the sensat�on of lonel�ness
and despa�r that crept over h�m, he beheld before h�m, across the
Meuse, the accursed f�elds where he had fought the day but one
before. B�tter memor�es rose to h�s m�nd, �n the fad�ng l�ght of that
day of gloom and ra�n, as he surveyed the saturated, m�ry expanse
of country that rose from the r�ver’s bank and was lost on the
hor�zon. The def�le of Sa�nt-Albert, the narrow road by wh�ch the
Pruss�ans had ga�ned the�r rear, ran along the bend of the stream as



far as the wh�te cl�ffs of the quarr�es of Mont�mont. The summ�ts of
the trees �n the wood of la Fal�zette rose �n rounded, fleecy masses
over the r�s�ng ground of Seugnon. D�rectly before h�s eyes, a l�ttle to
the left, was Sa�nt-Menges, the road from wh�ch descended by a
gentle slope and ended at the ferry; there, too, were the mamelon of
Hattoy �n the center, and Illy, �n the far d�stance, �n the background,
and Fle�gneux, almost h�dden �n �ts shallow vale, and Flo�ng, less
remote, on the r�ght. He recogn�zed the plateau where he had spent
�nterm�nable hours among the cabbages, and the em�nences that the
reserve art�llery had struggled so gallantly to hold, where he had
seen Honoré meet h�s death on h�s d�smounted gun. And �t was as �f
the baleful scene were aga�n before h�m w�th all �ts abom�nat�ons,
steep�ng h�s m�nd �n horror and d�sgust, unt�l he was s�ck at heart.

The reflect�on that soon �t would be qu�te dark and �t would not do
to lo�ter there, however, caused h�m to resume h�s researches. He
sa�d to h�mself that perhaps the reg�ment was encamped somewhere
beyond the v�llage on the low ground, but the only ones he
encountered there were some prowlers, and he dec�ded to make the
c�rcu�t of the pen�nsula, follow�ng the bend of the stream. As he was
pass�ng through a f�eld of potatoes he was suff�c�ently thoughtful to
d�g a few of the tubers and put them �n h�s pockets; they were not
r�pe, but he had noth�ng better, for Jean, as luck would have �t, had
�ns�sted on carry�ng both the two loaves of bread that Delaherche
had g�ven them when they left h�s house. He was somewhat
surpr�sed at the number of horses he met w�th, roam�ng about the
uncult�vated lands, that fell off �n an easy descent from the central
elevat�on to the Meuse, �n the d�rect�on of Donchery. Why should
they have brought all those an�mals w�th them? how were they to be
fed? And now �t was n�ght �n earnest, and qu�te dark, when he came
to a small p�ece of woods on the water’s br�nk, �n wh�ch he was
surpr�sed to f�nd the cent-gardes of the Emperor’s escort, prov�d�ng
for the�r creature comforts and dry�ng themselves before roar�ng
f�res. These gentlemen, who had a separate encampment to
themselves, had comfortable tents; the�r kettles were bo�l�ng merr�ly,
there was a m�lch cow t�ed to a tree. It d�d not take Maur�ce long to
see that he was not regarded w�th favor �n that quarter, poor dev�l of
an �nfantryman that he was, w�th h�s ragged, mud-sta�ned un�form.



They grac�ously accorded h�m perm�ss�on to roast h�s potatoes �n the
ashes of the�r f�res, however, and he w�thdrew to the shelter of a
tree, some hundred yards away, to eat them. It was no longer
ra�n�ng; the sky was clear, the stars were sh�n�ng br�ll�antly �n the
dark blue vault. He saw that he should have to spend the n�ght �n the
open a�r and defer h�s researches unt�l the morrow. He was so utterly
used up that he could go no further; the trees would afford h�m some
protect�on �n case �t came on to ra�n aga�n.

The strangeness of h�s s�tuat�on, however, and the thought of h�s
vast pr�son house, open to the w�nds of heaven, would not let h�m
sleep. It had been an extremely clever move on the part of the
Pruss�ans to select that place of conf�nement for the e�ghty thousand
men who const�tuted the remnant of the army of Châlons. The
pen�nsula was approx�mately three m�les long by one w�de, afford�ng
abundant space for the broken fragments of the vanqu�shed host,
and Maur�ce could not fa�l to observe that �t was surrounded on
every s�de by water, the bend of the Meuse enc�rcl�ng �t on the north,
east and west, wh�le on the south, at the base, connect�ng the two
arms of the loop at the po�nt where they drew together most closely,
was the canal. Here alone was an outlet, the br�dge, that was
defended by two guns; wherefore �t may be seen that the guard�ng of
the camp was a comparat�vely easy task, notw�thstand�ng �ts great
extent. He had already taken note of the cha�n of sentr�es on the
farther bank, a sold�er be�ng stat�oned by the waters�de at every f�fty
paces, w�th orders to f�re on any man who should attempt to escape
by sw�mm�ng. In the rear the d�fferent posts were connected by
patrols of uhlans, wh�le further �n the d�stance, scattered over the
broad f�elds, were the dark l�nes of the Pruss�an reg�ments; a
threefold l�v�ng, mov�ng wall, �mmur�ng the capt�ve army.

Maur�ce, �n h�s sleeplessness, lay gaz�ng w�th w�de-open eyes �nto
the blackness of the n�ght, �llum�nated here and there by the
smolder�ng watch-f�res; the mot�onless forms of the sent�nels were
d�mly v�s�ble beyond the pale r�bbon of the Meuse. Erect they stood,
dusk�er spots aga�nst the dusky shadows, beneath the fa�nt l�ght of
the tw�nkl�ng stars, and at regular �ntervals the�r guttural call came to
h�s ears, a menac�ng watch-cry that was drowned �n the hoarse
murmur of the r�ver �n the d�stance. At sound of those unmelod�ous



phrases �n a fore�gn tongue, r�s�ng on the st�ll a�r of a starl�t n�ght �n
the sunny land of France, the v�s�on of the past aga�n rose before
h�m: all that he had beheld �n memory an hour before, the plateau of
Illy cumbered st�ll w�th dead, the accursed country round about
Sedan that had been the scene of such d�re d�saster; and rest�ng on
the ground �n that cool, damp corner of a wood, h�s head p�llowed on
a root, he aga�n y�elded to the feel�ng of despa�r that had
overwhelmed h�m the day before wh�le ly�ng on Delaherche’s sofa.
And that wh�ch, �ntens�fy�ng the suffer�ng of h�s wounded pr�de, now
harassed and tortured h�m, was the quest�on of the morrow, the
fever�sh long�ng to know how deep had been the�r fall, how great the
wreck and ru�n susta�ned by the�r world of yesterday. The Emperor
had surrendered h�s sword to K�ng W�ll�am; was not, therefore, the
abom�nable war ended? But he recalled the remark he had heard
made by two of the Bavar�ans of the guard who had escorted the
pr�soners to Iges: “We’re all �n France, we’re all bound for Par�s!” In
h�s sem�-somnolent, dreamy state the v�s�on of what was to be
suddenly rose before h�s eyes: the emp�re overturned and swept
away am�d a howl of un�versal execrat�on, the republ�c procla�med
w�th an outburst of patr�ot�c fervor, wh�le the legend of ’92 would
�nc�te men to emulate the glor�ous past, and, flock�ng to the
standards, dr�ve from the country’s so�l the hated fore�gner w�th
arm�es of brave volunteers. He reflected confusedly upon all the
aspects of the case, and speculat�ons followed one another �n sw�ft
success�on through h�s poor wear�ed bra�n: the harsh terms �mposed
by the v�ctors, the b�tterness of defeat, the determ�nat�on of the
vanqu�shed to res�st even to the last drop of blood, the fate of those
e�ghty thousand men, h�s compan�ons, who were to be capt�ves for
weeks, months, years, perhaps, f�rst on the pen�nsula and afterward
�n German fortresses. The foundat�ons were g�v�ng way, and
everyth�ng was go�ng down, down to the bottomless depths of
perd�t�on.

The call of the sent�nels, now loud, now low, seemed to sound
more fa�ntly �n h�s ears and to be reced�ng �n the d�stance, when
suddenly, as he turned on h�s hard couch, a shot rent the deep
s�lence. A hollow groan rose on the calm a�r of n�ght, there was a
splash�ng �n the water, the br�ef struggle of one who s�nks to r�se no



more. It was some poor wretch who had attempted to escape by
sw�mm�ng the Meuse and had rece�ved a bullet �n h�s bra�n.

The next morn�ng Maur�ce was up and st�rr�ng w�th the sun. The
sky was cloudless; he was des�rous to rejo�n Jean and h�s other
comrades of the company w�th the least poss�ble delay. For a
moment he had an �dea of go�ng to see what there was �n the �nter�or
of the pen�nsula, then resolved he would f�rst complete �ts c�rcu�t.
And on reach�ng the canal h�s eyes were greeted w�th the s�ght of
the 106th—or rather what was left of �t—a thousand men, encamped
along the r�ver bank among some waste lands, w�th no protect�on
save a row of slender poplars. If he had only turned to the left the
n�ght before �nstead of pursu�ng a stra�ght course he could have
been w�th h�s reg�ment at once. And he not�ced that almost all the
l�ne reg�ments were collected along that part of the bank that extends
from the Tour à Gla�re to the Château of V�llette—another bourgeo�s
country place, s�tuated more �n the d�rect�on of Donchery and
surrounded by a few hovels—all of them hav�ng selected the�r
b�vouac near the br�dge, sole �ssue from the�r pr�son, as sheep w�ll
�nst�nct�vely huddle together close to the door of the�r fold, know�ng
that sooner or later �t w�ll be opened for them.

Jean uttered a cry of pleasure. “Ah, so �t’s you, at last! I had begun
to th�nk you were �n the r�ver.”

He was there w�th what rema�ned of the squad, Pache and
Lapoulle, Loubet and Chouteau. The last named had slept under
doorways �n Sedan unt�l the attent�on of the Pruss�an provost guard
had f�nally restored them to the�r reg�ment. The corporal, moreover,
was the only surv�v�ng off�cer of the company, death hav�ng taken
away Sergeant Sap�n, L�eutenant Rochas and Capta�n Beaudo�n,
and although the v�ctors had abol�shed d�st�nct�on of rank among the
pr�soners, dec�d�ng that obed�ence was due to the German off�cers
alone, the four men had, nevertheless, rall�ed to h�m, know�ng h�m to
be a leader of prudence and exper�ence, upon whom they could rely
�n c�rcumstances of d�ff�culty. Thus �t was that peace and harmony
re�gned among them that morn�ng, notw�thstand�ng the stup�d�ty of
some and the ev�l des�gns of others. In the f�rst place, the n�ght
before he had found them a place to sleep �n that was comparat�vely



dry, where they had stretched themselves on the ground, the only
th�ng they had left �n the way of protect�on from the weather be�ng
the half of a shelter-tent. After that he had managed to secure some
wood and a kettle, �n wh�ch Loubet made coffee for them, the
comfort�ng warmth of wh�ch had fort�f�ed the�r stomachs. The ra�n
had ceased, the day gave prom�se of be�ng br�ght and warm, they
had a small supply of b�scu�t and bacon left, and then, as Chouteau
sa�d, �t was a comfort to have no orders to obey, to have the�r f�ll of
loaf�ng. They were pr�soners, �t was true, but there was plenty of
room to move about. Moreover, they would be away from there �n
two or three days. Under these c�rcumstances the day, wh�ch was
Sunday, the 4th, passed pleasantly enough.

Maur�ce, whose courage had returned to h�m now that he was w�th
the comrades once more, found noth�ng to annoy h�m except the
Pruss�an bands, wh�ch played all the afternoon beyond the canal.
Toward even�ng there was vocal mus�c, and the men sang �n chorus.
They could be seen outs�de the cha�n of sentr�es, walk�ng to and fro
�n l�ttle groups and s�ng�ng solemn melod�es �n a loud, r�ng�ng vo�ce
�n honor of the Sabbath.

“Confound those bands!” Maur�ce at last �mpat�ently excla�med.
“They w�ll dr�ve me w�ld!”

Jean, whose nerves were less suscept�ble, shrugged h�s
shoulders.

“Dame! they have reason to feel good; and then perhaps they
th�nk �t affords us pleasure. It hasn’t been such a bad day; don’t let’s
f�nd fault.”

As n�ght approached, however, the ra�n began to fall aga�n. Some
of the men had taken possess�on of what few unoccup�ed houses
there were on the pen�nsula, others were prov�ded w�th tents that
they erected, but by far the greater number, w�thout shelter of any
sort, dest�tute of blankets even, were compelled to pass the n�ght �n
the open a�r, exposed to the pour�ng ra�n.

About one o’clock Maur�ce, who had been sleep�ng soundly as a
result of h�s fat�gue, awoke and found h�mself �n the m�ddle of a
m�n�ature lake. The trenches, swollen by the heavy downpour, had
overflowed and �nundated the ground where he lay. Chouteau’s and



Loubet’s wrath vented �tself �n a volley of maled�ct�ons, wh�le Pache
shook Lapoulle, who, unm�ndful of h�s duck�ng, slept through �t all as
�f he was never to wake aga�n. Then Jean, remember�ng the row of
poplars on the bank of the canal, collected h�s l�ttle band and ran
th�ther for shelter; and there they passed the rema�nder of that
wretched n�ght, crouch�ng w�th the�r backs to the trees, the�r legs
doubled under them, so as to expose as l�ttle of the�r persons as
m�ght be to the b�g drops.

The next day, and the day succeed�ng �t, the weather was truly
detestable, what w�th the cont�nual showers, that came down so
cop�ously and at such frequent �ntervals that the men’s cloth�ng had
not t�me to dry on the�r backs. They were threatened w�th fam�ne,
too; there was not a b�scu�t left �n camp, and the coffee and bacon
were exhausted. Dur�ng those two days, Monday and Tuesday, they
ex�sted on potatoes that they dug �n the adjacent f�elds, and even
those vegetables had become so scarce toward the end of the
second day that those sold�ers who had money pa�d as h�gh as f�ve
sous ap�ece for them. It was true that the bugles sounded the call for
“d�str�but�on”; the corporal had nearly run h�s legs off try�ng to be the
f�rst to reach a great shed near the Tour à Gla�re, where �t was
reported that rat�ons of bread were to be �ssued, but on the occas�on
of a f�rst v�s�t he had wa�ted there three hours and gone away empty-
handed, and on a second had become �nvolved �n a quarrel w�th a
Bavar�an. It was well known that the French off�cers were
themselves �n deep d�stress and powerless to ass�st the�r men; had
the German staff dr�ven the vanqu�shed army out there �n the mud
and ra�n w�th the �ntent�on of lett�ng them starve to death? Not the
f�rst step seemed to have been taken, not an effort had been made,
to prov�de for the subs�stence of those e�ghty thousand men �n that
hell on earth that the sold�ers subsequently chr�stened Camp M�sery,
a name that the bravest of them could never hear ment�oned �n later
days w�thout a shudder.

On h�s return from h�s wear�some and fru�tless exped�t�on to the
shed, Jean forgot h�s usual plac�d�ty and gave way to anger.

“What do they mean by call�ng us up when there’s noth�ng for us?
I’ll be hanged �f I’ll put myself out for them another t�me!”



And yet, whenever there was a call, he hurr�ed off aga�n. It was
�nhuman to sound the bugles thus, merely because regulat�ons
prescr�bed certa�n calls at certa�n hours, and �t had another effect
that was near break�ng Maur�ce’s heart. Every t�me that the trumpets
sounded the French horses, that were runn�ng free on the other s�de
of the canal, came rush�ng up and dashed �nto the water to rejo�n
the�r squadron, as exc�ted at the well-known sound as they would be
at the touch of the spur; but �n the�r exhausted cond�t�on they were
swept away by the current and few atta�ned the shore. It was a cruel
s�ght to see the�r struggles; they were drowned �n great numbers,
and the�r bod�es, decompos�ng and swell�ng �n the hot sunsh�ne,
dr�fted on the bosom of the canal. As for those of them that got to
land, they seemed as �f str�cken w�th sudden madness, gallop�ng
w�ldly off and h�d�ng among the waste places of the pen�nsula.

“More bones for the crows to p�ck!” sorrowfully sa�d Maur�ce,
remember�ng the great droves of horses that he had encountered on
a prev�ous occas�on. “If we rema�n here a few days we shall all be
devour�ng one another. Poor brutes!”

The n�ght between Tuesday and Wednesday was most terr�ble of
all, and Jean, who was beg�nn�ng to feel ser�ously alarmed for
Maur�ce’s fever�sh state, made h�m wrap h�mself �n an old blanket
that they had purchased from a zouave for ten francs, wh�le he, w�th
no protect�on save h�s water-soaked capote, cheerfully took the
drench�ng of the deluge wh�ch that n�ght pelted down w�thout
cessat�on. The�r pos�t�on under the poplars had become untenable; �t
was a stream�ng r�ver of mud, the water rested �n deep puddles on
the surface of the saturated ground. What was worst of all was that
they had to suffer on an empty stomach, the even�ng meal of the s�x
men hav�ng cons�sted of two beets wh�ch they had been compelled
to eat raw, hav�ng no dry wood to make a f�re w�th, and the sweet
taste and refresh�ng coolness of the vegetables had qu�ckly been
succeeded by an �ntolerable burn�ng sensat�on. Some cases of
dysentery had appeared among the men, caused by fat�gue,
�mproper food and the pers�stent hum�d�ty of the atmosphere. More
than ten t�mes that n�ght d�d Jean stretch forth h�s hand to see that
Maur�ce had not uncovered h�mself �n the movements of h�s slumber,
and thus he kept watch and ward over h�s fr�end—h�s back



supported by the same tree-trunk, h�s legs �n a pool of water—w�th
tenderness unspeakable. S�nce the day that on the plateau of Illy h�s
comrade had carr�ed h�m off �n h�s arms and saved h�m from the
Pruss�ans he had repa�d the debt a hundred-fold. He stopped not to
reason on �t; �t was the free g�ft of all h�s be�ng, the total forgetfulness
of self for love of the other, the f�nest, most del�cate, grandest
exh�b�t�on of fr�endsh�p poss�ble, and that, too, �n a peasant, whose
lot had always been the lowly one of a t�ller of the so�l and who had
never r�sen far above the earth, who could not f�nd words to express
what he felt, act�ng purely from �nst�nct, �n all s�mpl�c�ty of soul. Many
a t�me already he had taken the food from h�s mouth, as the men of
the squad were wont to say; now he would have d�vested h�mself of
h�s sk�n �f w�th �t he m�ght have covered the other, to protect h�s
shoulders, to warm h�s feet. And �n the m�dst of the savage ego�sm
that surrounded them, among that aggregat�on of suffer�ng human�ty
whose worst appet�tes were �nflamed and �ntens�f�ed by hunger, he
perhaps owed �t to h�s complete abnegat�on of self that he had
preserved thus far h�s tranqu�ll�ty of m�nd and h�s v�gorous health, for
he among them all, h�s great strength un�mpa�red, alone ma�nta�ned
h�s composure and someth�ng l�ke a level head.

After that d�stressful n�ght Jean determ�ned to carry �nto execut�on
a plan that he had been reflect�ng over s�nce the day prev�ous.

“See here, l�ttle one, we can get noth�ng to eat, and everyone
seems to have forgotten us here �n th�s beastly hole; now unless we
want to d�e the death of dogs, �t behooves us to st�r about a b�t. How
are your legs?”

The sun had come out aga�n, fortunately, and Maur�ce was
warmed and comforted.

“Oh, my legs are all r�ght!”
“Then we’ll start off on an explor�ng exped�t�on. We’ve money �n

our pockets, and the deuce �s �n �t �f we can’t f�nd someth�ng to buy.
And we won’t bother our heads about the others; they don’t deserve
�t. Let them take care of themselves.”

The truth was that Loubet and Chouteau had d�sgusted h�m by
the�r tr�ck�ness and low self�shness, steal�ng whatever they could lay
hands on and never d�v�d�ng w�th the�r comrades, wh�le no good was



to be got out of Lapoulle, the brute, and Pache, the sn�vel�ng
devotee.

The pa�r, therefore, Maur�ce and Jean, started out by the road
along the Meuse wh�ch the former had traversed once before, on the
n�ght of h�s arr�val. At the Tour à Gla�re the park and dwell�ng-house
presented a sorrowful spectacle of p�llage and devastat�on, the tr�m
lawns cut up and destroyed, the trees felled, the mans�on
d�smantled. A ragged, d�rty crew of sold�ers, w�th hollow cheeks and
eyes preternaturally br�ght from fever, had taken possess�on of the
place and were l�v�ng l�ke beasts �n the f�lthy chambers, not dar�ng to
leave the�r quarters for a moment lest someone else m�ght come
along and occupy them. A l�ttle further on they passed the cavalry
and art�llery, encamped on the h�lls�des, once so consp�cuous by
reason of the neatness and jaunt�ness of the�r appearance, now run
to seed l�ke all the rest, the�r organ�zat�on gone, demoral�zed by that
terr�ble, tortur�ng hunger that drove the horses w�ld and sent the men
straggl�ng through the f�elds �n plunder�ng bands. Below them, to the
r�ght, they beheld an apparently �nterm�nable l�ne of art�llerymen and
chasseurs d’Afr�que def�l�ng slowly before the m�ll; the m�ller was
sell�ng them flour, measur�ng out two handfuls �nto the�r
handkerch�efs for a franc. The prospect of the long wa�t that lay
before them, should they take the�r place at the end of the l�ne,
determ�ned them to pass on, �n the hope that some better
opportun�ty would present �tself at the v�llage of Iges; but great was
the�r consternat�on when they reached �t to f�nd the l�ttle place as
bare and empty as an Alger�an v�llage through wh�ch has passed a
swarm of locusts; not a crumb, not a fragment of anyth�ng eatable,
ne�ther bread, nor meat, nor vegetables, the wretched �nhab�tants
utterly dest�tute. General Lebrun was sa�d to be there, closeted w�th
the mayor. He had been endeavor�ng, �neffectually, to arrange for an
�ssue of bonds, redeemable at the close of the war, �n order to
fac�l�tate the v�ctual�ng of the troops. Money had ceased to have any
value when there was noth�ng that �t could purchase. The day before
two francs had been pa�d for a b�scu�t, seven francs for a bottle of
w�ne, a small glass of brandy was twenty sous, a p�peful of tobacco
ten sous. And now off�cers, sword �n hand, had to stand guard before
the general’s house and the ne�ghbor�ng hovels, for bands of



marauders were constantly pass�ng, break�ng down doors and
steal�ng even the o�l from the lamps and dr�nk�ng �t.

Three zouaves �nv�ted Maur�ce and Jean to jo�n them. F�ve would
do the work more effectually than three.

“Come along. There are horses dy�ng �n plenty, and �f we can but
get some dry wood—”

Then they fell to work on the m�serable cab�n of a poor peasant,
smash�ng the closet doors, tear�ng the thatch from the roof. Some
off�cers, who came up on a run, threatened them w�th the�r revolvers
and put them to fl�ght.

Jean, who saw that the few v�llagers who had rema�ned at Iges
were no better off than the sold�ers, perce�ved he had made a
m�stake �n pass�ng the m�ll w�thout buy�ng some flour.

“There may be some left; we had best go back.”
But Maur�ce was so reduced from �nan�t�on and was beg�nn�ng to

suffer so from fat�gue that he left h�m beh�nd �n a sheltered nook
among the quarr�es, seated on a fragment of rock, h�s face turned
upon the w�de hor�zon of Sedan. He, after wa�t�ng �n l�ne for two long
hours, f�nally returned w�th some flour wrapped �n a p�ece of rag. And
they ate �t uncooked, d�pp�ng �t up �n the�r hands, unable to dev�se
any other way. It was not so very bad; It had no part�cular flavor, only
the �ns�p�d taste of dough. The�r breakfast, such as �t was, d�d them
some good, however. They were even so fortunate as to d�scover a
l�ttle pool of ra�n-water, comparat�vely pure, �n a hollow of a rock, at
wh�ch they quenched the�r th�rst w�th great sat�sfact�on.

But when Jean proposed that they should spend the rema�nder of
the afternoon there, Maur�ce negat�ved the mot�on w�th a great
d�splay of v�olence.

“No, no; not here! I should be �ll �f I were to have that scene before
my eyes for any length of t�me—” W�th a hand that trembled he
po�nted to the remote hor�zon, the h�ll of Hattoy, the plateaux of
Flo�ng and Illy, the wood of la Garenne, those abhorred, detested
f�elds of slaughter and defeat. “Wh�le you were away just now I was
obl�ged to turn my back on �t, else I should have broken out and



howled w�th rage. Yes, I should have howled l�ke a dog tormented by
boys—you can’t �mag�ne how �t hurts me; �t dr�ves me crazy!”

Jean looked at h�m �n surpr�se; he could not understand that pr�de,
sens�t�ve as a raw sore, that made defeat so b�tter to h�m; he was
alarmed to behold �n h�s eyes that wander�ng, fl�ghty look that he had
seen there before. He affected to treat the matter l�ghtly.

“Good! we’ll seek another country; that’s easy enough to do.”
Then they wandered as long as dayl�ght lasted, wherever the

paths they took conducted them. They v�s�ted the level port�on of the
pen�nsula �n the hope of f�nd�ng more potatoes there, but the
art�llerymen had obta�ned a plow and turned up the ground, and not
a s�ngle potato had escaped the�r sharp eyes. They retraced the�r
steps, and aga�n they passed through throngs of l�stless, glassy-
eyed, starv�ng sold�ers, strew�ng the ground w�th the�r deb�l�tated
forms, fall�ng by hundreds �n the br�ght sunsh�ne from sheer
exhaust�on. They were themselves many t�mes overcome by fat�gue
and forced to s�t down and rest; then the�r deep-seated sensat�on of
suffer�ng would br�ng them to the�r feet aga�n and they would
recommence the�r wander�ng, l�ke an�mals �mpelled by �nst�nct to
move on perpetually �n quest of pasturage. It seemed to them to last
for years, and yet the moments sped by rap�dly. In the more �nland
reg�on, over Donchery way, they rece�ved a fr�ght from the horses
and sought the protect�on of a wall, where they rema�ned a long
t�me, too exhausted to r�se, watch�ng w�th vague, lack-luster eyes the
w�ld course of the crazed beasts as they raced athwart the red
western sky where the sun was s�nk�ng.

As Maur�ce had foreseen, the thousands of horses that shared the
capt�v�ty of the army, and for wh�ch �t was �mposs�ble to prov�de
forage, const�tuted a per�l that grew greater day by day. At f�rst they
had n�bbled the vegetat�on and gnawed the bark off trees, then had
attacked the fences and whatever wooden structures they came
across, and now they seemed ready to devour one another. It was a
frequent occurrence to see one of them throw h�mself upon another
and tear out great tufts from h�s mane or ta�l, wh�ch he would gr�nd
between h�s teeth, slaver�ng meanwh�le at the mouth profusely. But �t
was at n�ght that they became most terr�ble, as �f they were v�s�ted by



v�s�ons of terror �n the darkness. They collected �n droves, and,
attracted by the straw, made fur�ous rushes upon what few tents
there were, overturn�ng and demol�sh�ng them. It was to no purpose
that the men bu�lt great f�res to keep them away; the dev�ce only
served to madden them the more. The�r shr�ll cr�es were so full of
angu�sh, so dreadful to the ear, that they m�ght have been m�staken
for the howls of w�ld beasts. Were they dr�ven away, they returned,
more numerous and f�ercer than before. Scarce a moment passed
but out �n the darkness could be heard the shr�ek of angu�sh of some
unfortunate sold�er whom the crazed beasts had crushed �n the�r w�ld
stampede.

The sun was st�ll above the hor�zon when Jean and Maur�ce, on
the�r way back to the camp, were aston�shed by meet�ng w�th the
four men of the squad, lurk�ng �n a d�tch, apparently for no good
purpose. Loubet ha�led them at once, and Chouteau const�tuted
h�mself spokesman:

“We are cons�der�ng ways and means for d�n�ng th�s even�ng. We
shall d�e �f we go on th�s way; �t �s th�rty-s�x hours s�nce we have had
anyth�ng to put �n our stomach—so, as there are horses plenty, and
horse-meat �sn’t such bad eat�ng—”

“You’ll jo�n us, won’t you, corporal?” sa�d Loubet, �nterrupt�ng, “for,
w�th such a b�g, strong an�mal to handle, the more of us there are the
better �t w�ll be. See, there �s one, off yonder, that we’ve been
keep�ng an eye on for the last hour; that b�g bay that �s �n such a bad
way. He’ll be all the eas�er to f�n�sh.”

And he po�nted to a horse that was dy�ng of starvat�on, on the
edge of what had once been a f�eld of beets. He had fallen on h�s
flank, and every now and then would ra�se h�s head and look about
h�m plead�ngly, w�th a deep �nhalat�on that sounded l�ke a s�gh.

“Ah, how long we have to wa�t!” grumbled Lapoulle, who was
suffer�ng torment from h�s f�erce appet�te. “I’ll go and k�ll h�m—shall
I?”

But Loubet stopped h�m. Much obl�ged! and have the Pruss�ans
down on them, who had g�ven not�ce that death would be the penalty
for k�ll�ng a horse, fear�ng that the carcass would breed a pest�lence.
They must wa�t unt�l �t was dark. And that was the reason why the



four men were lurk�ng �n the d�tch, wa�t�ng, w�th gl�sten�ng, hungry
eyes f�xed on the dy�ng brute.

“Corporal,” asked Pache, �n a vo�ce that faltered a l�ttle, “you have
lots of �deas �n your head; couldn’t you k�ll h�m pa�nlessly?”

Jean refused the cruel task w�th a gesture of d�sgust. What, k�ll
that poor beast that was even then �n �ts death agony! oh, no, no! H�s
f�rst �mpulse had been to fly and take Maur�ce w�th h�m, that ne�ther
of them m�ght be concerned �n the revolt�ng butchery; but look�ng at
h�s compan�on and behold�ng h�m so pale and fa�nt, he reproached
h�mself for such an excess of sens�b�l�ty. What were an�mals created
for after all, mon D�eu, unless to afford sustenance to man! They
could not allow themselves to starve when there was food w�th�n
reach. And �t rejo�ced h�m to see Maur�ce cheer up a l�ttle at the
prospect of eat�ng; he sa�d �n h�s easy, good-natured way:

“Fa�th, you’re wrong there; I’ve no �deas �n my head, and �f he has
got to be k�lled w�thout pa�n—”

“Oh! that’s all one to me,” �nterrupted Lapoulle. “I’ll show you.”
The two newcomers seated themselves �n the d�tch and jo�ned the

others �n the�r expectancy. Now and aga�n one of the men would r�se
and make certa�n that the horse was st�ll there, �ts neck outstretched
to catch the cool exhalat�ons of the Meuse and the last rays of the
sett�ng sun, as �f b�dd�ng farewell to l�fe. And when at last tw�l�ght
crept slowly o’er the scene the s�x men were erect upon the�r feet,
�mpat�ent that n�ght was so tardy �n �ts com�ng, cast�ng furt�ve,
fr�ghtened looks about them to see they were not observed.

“Ah, zut!” excla�med Chouteau, “the t�me �s come!”
Objects were st�ll d�scern�ble �n the f�elds by the uncerta�n,

myster�ous l�ght “between dog and wolf,” and Lapoulle went forward
f�rst, followed by the f�ve others. He had taken from the d�tch a large,
rounded boulder, and, w�th �t �n h�s two brawny hands, rush�ng upon
the horse, commenced to batter at h�s skull as w�th a club. At the
second blow, however, the horse, stung by the pa�n, attempted to get
on h�s feet. Chouteau and Loubet had thrown themselves across h�s
legs and were endeavor�ng to hold h�m down, shout�ng to the others
to help them. The poor brute’s cr�es were almost human �n the�r
accent of terror and d�stress; he struggled desperately to shake off



h�s assa�lants, and would have broken them l�ke a reed had he not
been half dead w�th �nan�t�on. The movements of h�s head prevented
the blows from tak�ng effect; Lapoulle was unable to despatch h�m.

“Nom de D�eu! how hard h�s bones are! Hold h�m, somebody, unt�l
I f�n�sh h�m.”

Jean and Maur�ce stood look�ng at the scene �n s�lent horror; they
heard not Chouteau’s appeals for ass�stance; were powerless to
ra�se a hand. And Pache, �n a sudden outburst of p�ety and p�ty,
dropped on h�s knees, jo�ned h�s hands, and began to mumble the
prayers that are repeated at the beds�de of the dy�ng.

“Merc�ful God, have p�ty on h�m. Let h�m, good Lord, depart �n
peace—”

Aga�n Lapoulle struck �neffectually, w�th no other effect than to
destroy an ear of the wretched creature, that threw back �ts head and
gave utterance to a loud, shr�ll scream.

“Hold on!” growled Chouteau; “th�s won’t do; he’ll get us all �n the
lockup. We must end the matter. Hold h�m fast, Loubet.”

He took from h�s pocket a penkn�fe, a small affa�r of wh�ch the
blade was scarcely longer than a man’s f�nger, and cast�ng h�mself
prone on the an�mal’s body and pass�ng an arm about �ts neck,
began to hack away at the l�ve flesh, cutt�ng away great morsels,
unt�l he found and severed the artery. He leaped qu�ckly to one s�de;
the blood spurted forth �n a torrent, as when the plug �s removed
from a founta�n, wh�le the feet st�rred feebly and convuls�ve
movements ran along the sk�n, succeed�ng one another l�ke waves
of the sea. It was near f�ve m�nutes before the horse was dead. H�s
great eyes, d�lated w�de and f�lled w�th melancholy and affr�ght, were
f�xed upon the wan-v�saged men who stood wa�t�ng for h�m to d�e;
then they grew d�m and the l�ght d�ed from out them.

“Merc�ful God,” muttered Pache, st�ll on h�s knees, “keep h�m �n thy
holy protect�on—succor h�m, Lord, and grant h�m eternal rest.”

Afterward, when the creature’s movements had ceased, they were
at a loss to know where the best cut lay and how they were to get at
�t. Loubet, who was someth�ng of a Jack-of-all-trades, showed them
what was to be done �n order to secure the lo�n, but as he was a tyro



at the butcher�ng bus�ness and, moreover, had only h�s small
penkn�fe to work w�th, he qu�ckly lost h�s way am�d the warm,
qu�ver�ng flesh. And Lapoulle, �n h�s �mpat�ence, hav�ng attempted to
be of ass�stance by mak�ng an �nc�s�on �n the belly, for wh�ch there
was no necess�ty whatever, the scene of bloodshed became truly
s�cken�ng. They wallowed �n the gore and entra�ls that covered the
ground about them, l�ke a pack of raven�ng wolves collected around
the carcass of the�r prey, flesh�ng the�r keen fangs �n �t.

“I don’t know what cut that may be,” Loubet sa�d at last, r�s�ng to
h�s feet w�th a huge lump of meat �n h�s hands, “but by the t�me
we’ve eaten �t, I don’t bel�eve any of us w�ll be hungry.”

Jean and Maur�ce had averted the�r eyes �n horror from the
d�sgust�ng spectacle; st�ll, however, the pangs of hunger were
gnaw�ng at the�r v�tals, and when the band slunk rap�dly away, so as
not to be caught �n the v�c�n�ty of the �ncr�m�nat�ng carcass, they
followed �t. Chouteau had d�scovered three large beets, that had
somehow been overlooked by prev�ous v�s�tors to the f�eld, and
carr�ed them off w�th h�m. Loubet had loaded the meat on Lapoulle’s
shoulders so as to have h�s own arms free, wh�le Pache carr�ed the
kettle that belonged to the squad, wh�ch they had brought w�th them
on the chance of f�nd�ng someth�ng to cook �n �t. And the s�x men ran
as �f the�r l�ves were at stake, never stopp�ng to take breath, as �f
they heard the pursuers at the�r heels.

Suddenly Loubet brought the others to a halt.
“It’s �d�ot�c to run l�ke th�s; let’s dec�de where we shall go to cook

the stuff.”
Jean, who was beg�nn�ng to recover h�s self-possess�on, proposed

the quarr�es. They were only three hundred yards d�stant, and �n
them were secret recesses �n abundance where they could k�ndle a
f�re w�thout be�ng seen. When they reached the spot, however,
d�ff�cult�es of every descr�pt�on presented themselves. F�rst, there
was the quest�on of wood; fortunately a laborer, who had been
repa�r�ng the road, had gone home and left h�s wheelbarrow beh�nd
h�m; Lapoulle qu�ckly reduced �t to fragments w�th the heel of h�s
boot. Then there was no water to be had that was f�t to dr�nk; the hot
sunsh�ne had dr�ed up all the pools of ra�n-water. True there was a



pump at the Tour à Gla�re, but that was too far away, and bes�des �t
was never access�ble before m�dn�ght; the men form�ng �n long l�nes
w�th the�r bowls and porr�ngers, only too happy when, after wa�t�ng
for hours, they could escape from the jam w�th the�r supply of the
prec�ous flu�d unsp�lled. As for the few wells �n the ne�ghborhood,
they had been dry for the last two days, and the bucket brought up
noth�ng save mud and sl�me. The�r sole resource appeared to be the
water of the Meuse, wh�ch was parted from them by the road.

“I’ll take the kettle and go and f�ll �t,” sa�d Jean.
The others objected.
“No, no! We don’t want to be po�soned; �t �s full of dead bod�es!”
They spoke the truth. The Meuse was constantly br�ng�ng down

corpses of men and horses; they could be seen float�ng w�th the
current at any moment of the day, swollen and of a green�sh hue, �n
the early stages of decompos�t�on. Often they were caught �n the
weeds and bushes on the bank, where they rema�ned to po�son the
atmosphere, sw�ng�ng to the t�de w�th a gentle, tremulous mot�on that
�mparted to them a semblance of l�fe. Nearly every sold�er who had
drunk that abom�nable water had suffered from nausea and col�c,
often succeeded afterward by dysentery. It seemed as �f they must
make up the�r m�nd to use �t, however, as there was no other;
Maur�ce expla�ned that there would be no danger �n dr�nk�ng �t after �t
was bo�led.

“Very well, then; I’ll go,” sa�d Jean. And he started, tak�ng Lapoulle
w�th h�m to carry the kettle.

By the t�me they got the kettle f�lled and on the f�re �t was qu�te
dark. Loubet had peeled the beets and thrown them �nto the water to
cook—a feast f�t for the gods, he declared �t would be—and fed the
f�re w�th fragments of the wheelbarrow, for they were all suffer�ng so
from hunger that they could have eaten the meat before the pot
began to bo�l. The�r huge shadows danced fantast�cally �n the
f�rel�ght on the rocky walls of the quarry. Then they found �t
�mposs�ble longer to restra�n the�r appet�te, and threw themselves
upon the unclean mess, tear�ng the flesh w�th eager, trembl�ng
f�ngers and d�v�d�ng �t among them, too �mpat�ent even to make use
of the kn�fe. But, fam�sh�ng as they were, the�r stomachs revolted;



they felt the want of salt, they could not swallow that tasteless,
s�cken�ng broth, those chunks of half-cooked, v�sc�d meat that had a
taste l�ke clay. Some among them had a f�t of vom�t�ng. Pache was
very �ll. Chouteau and Loubet heaped maled�ct�ons on that �nfernal
old nag, that had caused them such trouble to get h�m to the pot and
then g�ven them the col�c. Lapoulle was the only one among them
who ate abundantly, but he was �n a very bad way that n�ght when,
w�th h�s three comrades, he returned to the�r rest�ng-place under the
poplars by the canal.

On the�r way back to camp Maur�ce, w�thout utter�ng a word, took
advantage of the darkness to se�ze Jean by the arm and drag h�m
�nto a by-path. The�r comrades �nsp�red h�m w�th unconquerable
d�sgust; he thought he should l�ke to go and sleep �n the l�ttle wood
where he had spent h�s f�rst n�ght on the pen�nsula. It was a good
�dea, and Jean commended �t h�ghly when he had la�d h�mself down
on the warm, dry ground, under the shelter of the dense fol�age.
They rema�ned there unt�l the sun was h�gh �n the heavens, and
enjoyed a sound, refresh�ng slumber, wh�ch restored to them
someth�ng of the�r strength.

The follow�ng day was Thursday, but they had ceased to note the
days; they were s�mply glad to observe that the weather seemed to
be com�ng off f�ne aga�n. Jean overcame Maur�ce’s repugnance and
preva�led on h�m to return to the canal, to see �f the�r reg�ment was
not to move that day. Not a day passed now but detachments of
pr�soners, a thousand to twelve hundred strong, were sent off to the
fortresses �n Germany. The day but one before they had seen, drawn
up �n front of the Pruss�an headquarters, a column of off�cers of
var�ous grades, who were go�ng to Pont-a-Mousson, there to take
the ra�lway. Everyone was possessed w�th a w�ld, fever�sh long�ng to
get away from that camp where they had seen such suffer�ng. Ah! �f
�t but m�ght be the�r turn! And when they found the 106th st�ll
encamped on the bank of the canal, �n the �nev�table d�sorder
consequent upon such d�stress, the�r courage fa�led them and they
despa�red.

Jean and Maur�ce that day thought they saw a prospect of
obta�n�ng someth�ng to eat. All the morn�ng a l�vely traff�c had been



go�ng on between the pr�soners and the Bavar�ans on the other s�de
of the canal; the former would wrap the�r money �n a handkerch�ef
and toss �t across to the oppos�te shore, the latter would return the
handkerch�ef w�th a loaf of coarse brown bread, or a plug of the�r
common, damp tobacco. Even sold�ers who had no money were not
debarred from part�c�pat�ng �n th�s commerce, employ�ng, �nstead of
currency, the�r wh�te un�form gloves, for wh�ch the Germans
appeared to have a weakness. For two hours packages were fly�ng
across the canal �n �ts ent�re length under th�s pr�m�t�ve system of
exchanges. But when Maur�ce d�spatched h�s cravat w�th a f�ve-franc
p�ece t�ed �n �t to the other bank, the Bavar�an who was to return h�m
a loaf of bread gave �t, whether from awkwardness or mal�ce, such
an �neffectual toss that �t fell �n the water. The �nc�dent el�c�ted shouts
of laughter from the Germans. Tw�ce aga�n Maur�ce repeated the
exper�ment, and tw�ce h�s loaf went to feed the f�shes. At last the
Pruss�an off�cers, attracted by the uproar, came runn�ng up and
proh�b�ted the�r men from sell�ng anyth�ng to the pr�soners,
threaten�ng them w�th d�re penalt�es and pun�shments �n case of
d�sobed�ence. The traff�c came to a sudden end, and Jean had hard
work to pac�fy Maur�ce, who shook h�s f�sts at the scamps, shout�ng
to them to g�ve h�m back h�s f�ve-franc p�eces.

Th�s was another terr�ble day, notw�thstand�ng the warm, br�ght
sunsh�ne. Tw�ce the bugle sounded and sent Jean hurry�ng off to the
shed whence rat�ons were supposed to be �ssued, but on each
occas�on he only got h�s toes trod on and h�s r�bs racked �n the
crush. The Pruss�ans, whose organ�zat�on was so wonderfully
complete, cont�nued to man�fest the same brutal �nattent�on to the
necess�t�es of the vanqu�shed army. On the representat�ons of
Generals Douay and Lebrun, they had �ndeed sent �n a few sheep as
well as some wagon-loads of bread, but so l�ttle care was taken to
guard them that the sheep were carr�ed off bod�ly and the wagons
p�llaged as soon as they reached the br�dge, the consequence of
wh�ch was that the troops who were encamped a hundred yards
further on were no better off than before; �t was only the worst
element, the plunderers and bummers, who benef�ted by the
prov�s�on tra�ns. And thereon Jean, who, as he sa�d, saw how the



tr�ck was done, brought Maur�ce w�th h�m to the br�dge to keep an
eye on the v�ctuals.

It was four o’clock, and they had not had a morsel to eat all that
beaut�ful br�ght Thursday, when suddenly the�r eyes were gladdened
by the s�ght of Delaherche. A few among the c�t�zens of Sedan had
w�th �nf�n�te d�ff�culty obta�ned perm�ss�on to v�s�t the pr�soners, to
whom they carr�ed prov�s�ons, and Maur�ce had on several
occas�ons expressed h�s surpr�se at h�s fa�lure to rece�ve any t�d�ngs
of h�s s�ster. As soon as they recogn�zed Delaherche �n the d�stance,
carry�ng a large basket and w�th a loaf of bread under e�ther arm,
they darted forward fast as the�r legs could carry them, but even thus
they were too late; a crowd�ng, jostl�ng mob closed �n, and �n the
confus�on the dazed manufacturer was rel�eved of h�s basket and
one of h�s loaves, wh�ch van�shed from h�s s�ght so exped�t�ously that
he was never able to tell the manner of the�r d�sappearance.

“Ah, my poor fr�ends!” he stammered, utterly crestfallen �n h�s
bew�lderment and stupefact�on, he who but a moment before had
come through the gate w�th a sm�le on h�s l�ps and an a�r of good-
fellowsh�p, magnan�mously forgett�ng h�s super�or advantages �n h�s
des�re for popular�ty.

Jean had taken possess�on of the rema�n�ng loaf and saved �t from
the hungry crew, and wh�le he and Maur�ce, seated by the roads�de,
were mak�ng great �nroads �n �t, Delaherche opened h�s budget of
news for the�r benef�t. H�s w�fe, the Lord be pra�sed! was very well,
but he was greatly alarmed for the colonel, who had sunk �nto a
cond�t�on of deep prostrat�on, although h�s mother cont�nued to bear
h�m company from morn�ng unt�l n�ght.

“And my s�ster?” Maur�ce �nqu�red.
“Ah, yes! your s�ster; true. She �ns�sted on com�ng w�th me; �t was

she who brought the two loaves of bread. She had to rema�n over
yonder, though, on the other s�de of the canal; the sentr�es wouldn’t
let her pass the gate. You know the Pruss�ans have str�ctly proh�b�ted
the presence of women �n the pen�nsula.”

Then he spoke of Henr�ette, and of her fru�tless attempts to see
her brother and come to h�s ass�stance. Once �n Sedan chance had
brought her face to face w�th Cous�n Gunther, the man who was



capta�n �n the Pruss�an Guards. He had passed her w�th h�s haughty,
superc�l�ous a�r, pretend�ng not to recogn�ze her. She, also, w�th a
sensat�on of loath�ng, as �f she were �n the presence of one of her
husband’s murderers, had hurr�ed on w�th qu�ckened steps; then,
w�th a sudden change of purpose for wh�ch she could not account,
had turned back and told h�m all the manner of We�ss’s death, �n
harsh accents of reproach. And he, thus learn�ng how horr�bly a
relat�ve had met h�s fate, had taken the matter coolly; �t was the
fortune of war; the same th�ng m�ght have happened to h�mself. H�s
face, rendered sto�cally �mpass�ve by the d�sc�pl�ne of the sold�er,
had barely betrayed the fa�ntest ev�dence of �nterest. After that, when
she �nformed h�m that her brother was a pr�soner and besought h�m
to use h�s �nfluence to obta�n for her an opportun�ty of see�ng h�m, he
had excused h�mself on the ground that he was powerless �n the
matter; the �nstruct�ons were expl�c�t and m�ght not be d�sobeyed. He
appeared to place the reg�mental orderly book on a par w�th the
B�ble. She left h�m w�th the clearly def�ned �mpress�on that he
bel�eved he was �n the country for the sole purpose of s�tt�ng �n
judgment on the French people, w�th all the �ntolerance and
arrogance of the hered�tary enemy, swollen by h�s personal hatred
for the nat�on whom �t had devolved on h�m to chast�se.

“And now,” sa�d Delaherche �n conclus�on, “you won’t have to go to
bed supperless to-n�ght; you have had a l�ttle someth�ng to eat. The
worst �s that I am afra�d I shall not be able to secure another pass.”

He asked them �f there was anyth�ng he could do for them outs�de,
and obl�g�ngly consented to take charge of some penc�l-wr�tten
letters conf�ded to h�m by other sold�ers, for the Bavar�ans had more
than once been seen to laugh as they l�ghted the�r p�pes w�th
m�ss�ves wh�ch they had prom�sed to forward. Then, when Jean and
Maur�ce had accompan�ed h�m to the gate, he excla�med:

“Look! over yonder, there’s Henr�ette! Don’t you see her wav�ng
her handkerch�ef?”

True enough, among the crowd beyond the l�ne of sent�nels they
d�st�ngu�shed a l�ttle, th�n, pale face, a wh�te dot that trembled �n the
sunsh�ne. Both were deeply affected, and, w�th mo�st eyes, ra�s�ng



the�r hands above the�r head, answered her salutat�on by wav�ng
them frant�cally �n the a�r.

The follow�ng day was Fr�day, and �t was then that Maur�ce felt that
h�s cup of horror was full to overflow�ng. After another n�ght of
tranqu�l slumber �n the l�ttle wood he was so fortunate as to secure
another meal, Jean hav�ng come across an old woman at the
Château of V�llette who was sell�ng bread at ten francs the pound.
But that day they w�tnessed a spectacle of wh�ch the horror
rema�ned �mpr�nted on the�r m�nds for many weeks and months.

The day before Chouteau had not�ced that Pache had ceased
compla�n�ng and was go�ng about w�th a careless, sat�sf�ed a�r, as a
man m�ght do who had d�ned well. He �mmed�ately jumped at the
conclus�on that the sly fox must have a concealed treasure
somewhere, the more so that he had seen h�m absent h�mself for
near an hour that morn�ng and come back w�th a sm�le lurk�ng on h�s
face and h�s mouth f�lled w�th unswallowed food. It must be that he
had had a w�ndfall, had probably jo�ned some maraud�ng party and
la�d �n a stock of prov�s�ons. And Chouteau labored w�th Loubet and
Lapoulle to st�r up bad feel�ng aga�nst the comrade, w�th the latter
more part�cularly. He�n! wasn’t he a d�rty dog, �f he had someth�ng to
eat, not to go snacks w�th the comrades! He ought to have a lesson
that he would remember, for h�s self�shness.

“To-n�ght we’ll keep a watch on h�m, don’t you see. We’ll learn
whether he dares to stuff h�mself on the sly, when so many poor
dev�ls are starv�ng all around h�m.”

“Yes, yes, that’s the talk! we’ll follow h�m,” Lapoulle angr�ly
declared. “We’ll see about �t!”

He doubled h�s f�sts; he was l�ke a crazy man whenever the
subject of eat�ng was ment�oned �n h�s presence. H�s enormous
appet�te caused h�m to suffer more than the others; h�s torment at
t�mes was such that he had been known to stuff h�s mouth w�th
grass. For more than th�rty-s�x hours, s�nce the n�ght when they had
supped on horseflesh and he had contracted a terr�ble dysentery �n
consequence, he had been w�thout food, for he was so l�ttle able to
look out for h�mself that, notw�thstand�ng h�s bov�ne strength,
whenever he jo�ned the others �n a maraud�ng ra�d he never got h�s



share of the booty. He would have been w�ll�ng to g�ve h�s blood for a
pound of bread.

As �t was beg�nn�ng to be dark Pache stealth�ly made h�s way to
the Tour à Gla�re and sl�pped �nto the park, wh�le the three others
caut�ously followed h�m at a d�stance.

“It won’t do to let h�m suspect anyth�ng,” sa�d Chouteau. “Be on
your guard �n case he should look around.”

But when he had advanced another hundred paces Pache
ev�dently had no �dea there was anyone near, for he began to hurry
forward at a sw�ft ga�t, not so much as cast�ng a look beh�nd. They
had no d�ff�culty �n track�ng h�m to the adjacent quarr�es, where they
fell on h�m as he was �n the act of remov�ng two great flat stones, to
take from the cav�ty beneath part of a loaf of bread. It was the last of
h�s store; he had enough left for one more meal.

“You d�rty, sn�vel�ng pr�est’s whelp!” roared Lapoulle, “so that �s
why you sneak away from us! G�ve me that; �t’s my share!”

Why should he g�ve h�s bread? Weak and puny as he was, h�s
sl�ght form d�lated w�th anger, wh�le he clutched the loaf aga�nst h�s
bosom w�th all the strength he could master. For he also was hungry.

“Let me alone. It’s m�ne.”
Then, at s�ght of Lapoulle’s ra�sed f�st, he broke away and ran,

sl�d�ng down the steep banks of the quarr�es, mak�ng h�s way across
the bare f�elds �n the d�rect�on of Donchery, the three others after h�m
�n hot pursu�t. He ga�ned on them, however, be�ng l�ghter than they,
and possessed by such overmaster�ng fear, so determ�ned to hold
on to what was h�s property, that h�s speed seemed to r�val the w�nd.
He had already covered more than half a m�le and was approach�ng
the l�ttle wood on the marg�n of the stream when he encountered
Jean and Maur�ce, who were on the�r way back to the�r rest�ng-place
for the n�ght. He addressed them an appeal�ng, d�stressful cry as he
passed; wh�le they, astounded by the w�ld hunt that went fleet�ng by,
stood mot�onless at the edge of a f�eld, and thus �t was that they
beheld the ensu�ng tragedy.

As luck would have �t, Pache tr�pped over a stone and fell. In an
�nstant the others were on top of h�m—shout�ng, swear�ng, the�r



pass�on roused to such a p�tch of frenzy that they were l�ke wolves
that had run down the�r prey.

“G�ve me that,” yelled Lapoulle, “or by G-d I’ll k�ll you!”
And he had ra�sed h�s f�st aga�n when Chouteau, tak�ng from h�s

pocket the penkn�fe w�th wh�ch he had slaughtered the horse and
open�ng �t, placed �t �n h�s hand.

“Here, take �t! the kn�fe!”
But Jean meant�me had come hurry�ng up, des�rous to prevent the

m�sch�ef he saw brew�ng, los�ng h�s w�ts l�ke the rest of them,
�nd�screetly speak�ng of putt�ng them all �n the guardhouse; whereon
Loubet, w�th an ugly laugh, told h�m he must be a Pruss�an, s�nce
they had no longer any commanders, and the Pruss�ans were the
only ones who �ssued orders.

“Nom de D�eu!” Lapoulle repeated, “w�ll you g�ve me that?”
Desp�te the terror that blanched h�s cheeks Pache hugged the

bread more closely to h�s bosom, w�th the obst�nacy of the peasant
who never cedes a jot or t�ttle of that wh�ch �s h�s.

“No!”
Then �n a second all was over; the brute drove the kn�fe �nto the

other’s throat w�th such v�olence that the wretched man d�d not even
utter a cry. H�s arms relaxed, the bread fell to the ground, �nto the
pool of blood that had spurted from the wound.

At s�ght of the �mbec�le, uncalled-for murder, Maur�ce, who had
unt�l then been a s�lent spectator of the scene, appeared as �f
str�cken by a sudden f�t of madness. He raved and gest�culated,
shak�ng h�s f�st �n the face of the three men and call�ng them
murderers, assass�ns, w�th a v�olence that shook h�s frame from
head to foot. But Lapoulle seemed not even to hear h�m. Squatted
on the ground bes�de the corpse, he was devour�ng the bloodsta�ned
bread, an express�on of stup�d feroc�ty on h�s face, w�th a loud
gr�nd�ng of h�s great jaws, wh�le Chouteau and Loubet, see�ng h�m
thus terr�ble �n the grat�f�cat�on of h�s w�ld-beast appet�te, d�d not
even dare cla�m the�r port�on.

By th�s t�me n�ght had fallen, a pleasant n�ght w�th a clear sky
th�ck-set w�th stars, and Maur�ce and Jean, who had rega�ned the



shelter of the�r l�ttle wood, presently perce�ved Lapoulle wander�ng
up and down the r�ver bank. The two others had van�shed, had
doubtless returned to the encampment by the canal, the�r m�nd
troubled by reason of the corpse they left beh�nd them. He, on the
other hand, seemed to dread go�ng to rejo�n the comrades. When he
was more h�mself and h�s brut�sh, slugg�sh �ntellect showed h�m the
full extent of h�s cr�me, he had ev�dently exper�enced a tw�nge of
angu�sh that made mot�on a necess�ty, and not dar�ng to return to the
�nter�or of the pen�nsula, where he would have to face the body of h�s
v�ct�m, had sought the bank of the stream, where he was now
tramp�ng to and fro w�th uneven, falter�ng steps. What was go�ng on
w�th�n the recesses of that darkened m�nd that gu�ded the act�ons of
that creature, so degraded as to be scarce h�gher than the an�mal?
Was �t the awaken�ng of remorse? or only the fear lest h�s cr�me
m�ght be d�scovered? He could not rema�n there; he paced h�s beat
as a w�ld beast shambles up and down �ts cage, w�th a sudden and
ever-�ncreas�ng long�ng to fly, a long�ng that ached and pa�ned l�ke a
phys�cal hurt, from wh�ch he felt he should d�e, could he do noth�ng
to sat�sfy �t. Qu�ck, qu�ck, he must fly, must fly at once, from that
pr�son where he had sla�n a fellow-be�ng. And yet, the coward �n h�m,
�t may be, ga�n�ng the supremacy, he threw h�mself on the ground,
and for a long t�me lay crouched among the herbage.

And Maur�ce sa�d to Jean �n h�s horror and d�sgust:
“See here, I cannot rema�n longer �n th�s place; I tell you pla�nly I

should go mad. I am surpr�sed that the phys�cal part of me holds out
as �t does; my bod�ly health �s not so bad, but the m�nd �s go�ng; yes!
�t �s go�ng, I am certa�n of �t. If you leave me another day �n th�s hell I
am lost. I beg you, let us go away, let us start at once!”

And he went on to propound the w�ldest schemes for gett�ng away.
They would sw�m the Meuse, would cast themselves on the sentr�es
and strangle them w�th a cord he had �n h�s pocket, or would beat out
the�r bra�ns w�th rocks, or would buy them over w�th the money they
had left and don the�r un�form to pass through the Pruss�an l�nes.

“My dear boy, be s�lent!” Jean sadly answered; “�t fr�ghtens me to
hear you talk so w�ldly. Is there any reason �n what you say, are any
of your plans feas�ble? Wa�t; to-morrow we’ll see about �t. Be s�lent!”



He, although h�s heart, no less than h�s fr�end’s, was wrung by the
horrors that surrounded them on every s�de, had preserved h�s
mental balance am�d the deb�l�tat�ng effects of fam�ne, among the
gr�sly v�s�ons of that ex�stence than wh�ch none could approach more
nearly the depth of human m�sery. And as h�s compan�on’s frenzy
cont�nued to �ncrease and he talked of cast�ng h�mself �nto the
Meuse, he was obl�ged to restra�n h�m, even to the po�nt of us�ng
v�olence, scold�ng and suppl�cat�ng, tears stand�ng �n h�s eyes. Then
suddenly he sa�d:

“See! look there!”
A splash was heard com�ng from the r�ver, and they saw �t was

Lapoulle, who had f�nally dec�ded to attempt to escape by the
stream, f�rst remov�ng h�s capote �n order that �t m�ght not h�nder h�s
movements; and h�s wh�te sh�rt made a spot of br�ghtness that was
d�st�nctly v�s�ble upon the dusky bosom of the mov�ng water. He was
sw�mm�ng up-stream w�th a le�surely movement, doubtless on the
lookout for a place where he m�ght land w�th safety, wh�le on the
oppos�te shore there was no d�ff�culty �n d�scern�ng the shadowy
forms of the sentr�es, erect and mot�onless �n the sem�-obscur�ty.
There came a sudden flash that tore the black ve�l of n�ght, a report
that went w�th bellow�ng echoes and spent �tself among the rocks of
Mont�mont. The water bo�led and bubbled for an �nstant, as �t does
under the w�ld efforts of an unpract�ced oarsman. And that was all;
Lapoulle’s body, the wh�te spot on the dusky stream, floated away,
l�feless, upon the t�de.

The next day, wh�ch was Saturday, Jean aroused Maur�ce as soon
as �t was day and they returned to the camp of the 106th, w�th the
hope that they m�ght move that day, but there were no orders; �t
seemed as though the reg�ment’s ex�stence were forgotten. Many of
the troops had been sent away, the pen�nsula was be�ng
depopulated, and s�ckness was terr�bly prevalent among those who
were left beh�nd. For e�ght long days d�sease had been germ�nat�ng
�n that hell on earth; the ra�ns had ceased, but the blaz�ng, scorch�ng
sunl�ght had only wrought a change of ev�ls. The excess�ve heat
completed the exhaust�on of the men and gave to the numerous
cases of dysentery an alarm�ngly ep�dem�c character. The excreta of



that army of s�ck po�soned the a�r w�th the�r nox�ous emanat�ons. No
one could approach the Meuse or the canal, ow�ng to the
overpower�ng stench that rose from the bod�es of drowned sold�ers
and horses that lay fester�ng among the weeds. And the horses, that
dropped �n the f�elds from �nan�t�on, were decompos�ng so rap�dly
and form�ng such a fru�tful source of pest�lence that the Pruss�ans,
commenc�ng to be alarmed on the�r own account, had prov�ded p�cks
and shovels and forced the pr�soners to bury them.

That day, however, was the last on wh�ch they suffered from
fam�ne. As the�r numbers were so greatly reduced and prov�s�ons
kept pour�ng �n from every quarter, they passed at a s�ngle bound
from the extreme of dest�tut�on to the most abundant plenty. Bread,
meat, and w�ne, even, were to be had w�thout st�nt; eat�ng went on
from morn�ng t�ll n�ght, unt�l they were ready to drop. Darkness
descended, and they were eat�ng st�ll; �n some quarters the gorg�ng
was cont�nued unt�l the next morn�ng. To many �t proved fatal.

That whole day Jean made �t h�s sole bus�ness to keep watch over
Maur�ce, who he saw was r�pe for some rash act�on. He had been
dr�nk�ng; he spoke of h�s �ntent�on of cuff�ng a Pruss�an off�cer �n
order that he m�ght be sent away. And at n�ght Jean, hav�ng
d�scovered an unoccup�ed corner �n the cellar of one of the
outbu�ld�ngs at the Tour à Gla�re, thought �t adv�sable to go and sleep
there w�th h�s compan�on, th�nk�ng that a good n�ght’s rest would do
h�m good, but �t turned out to be the worst n�ght �n all the�r
exper�ence, a n�ght of terror dur�ng wh�ch ne�ther of them closed an
eye. The cellar was �nhab�ted by other sold�ers; ly�ng �n the same
corner were two who were dy�ng of dysentery, and as soon as �t was
fa�rly dark they commenced to rel�eve the�r suffer�ngs by moans and
�nart�culate cr�es, a h�deous death-rattle that went on un�nterruptedly
unt�l morn�ng. These sounds f�nally became so horr�f�c there �n the
�ntense darkness, that the others who were rest�ng there, w�sh�ng to
sleep, allowed the�r anger to get the better of them and shouted to
the dy�ng men to be s�lent. They d�d not hear; the rattle went on,
drown�ng all other sounds, wh�le from w�thout came the drunken
clamor of those who were eat�ng and dr�nk�ng st�ll, w�th �nsat�able
appet�te.



Then commenced for Maur�ce a per�od of agony unspeakable. He
would have fled from the awful sounds that brought the cold sweat of
angu�sh �n great drops to h�s brow, but when he arose and attempted
to grope h�s way out he trod on the l�mbs of those extended there,
and f�nally fell to the ground, a l�v�ng man �mmured there �n the
darkness w�th the dy�ng. He made no further effort to escape from
th�s last tr�al. The ent�re fr�ghtful d�saster arose before h�s m�nd, from
the t�me of the�r departure from Rhe�ms to the crush�ng defeat of
Sedan. It seemed to h�m that �n that n�ght, �n the �nky blackness of
that cellar, where the groans of two dy�ng sold�ers drove sleep from
the eyel�ds of the�r comrades, the ordeal of the army of Châlons had
reached �ts cl�max. At each of the stat�ons of �ts pass�on the army of
despa�r, the exp�atory band, dr�ven forward to the sacr�f�ce, had
spent �ts l�fe-blood �n atonement for the faults of others; and now,
unhonored am�d d�saster, covered w�th contumely, �t was endur�ng
martyrdom �n that cruel scourg�ng, the sever�ty of wh�ch �t had done
noth�ng to deserve. He felt �t was too much; he was hearts�ck w�th
rage and gr�ef, hunger�ng for just�ce, burn�ng w�th a f�erce des�re to
be avenged on dest�ny.

When dayl�ght appeared one of the sold�ers was dead, the other
was l�nger�ng on �n protracted agony.

“Come along, l�ttle one,” Jean gently sa�d; “we’ll go and get a
breath of fresh a�r; �t w�ll do us good.”

But when the pa�r emerged �nto the pure, warm morn�ng a�r and,
pursu�ng the r�ver bank, were near the v�llage of Iges, Maur�ce grew
fl�ght�er st�ll, and extend�ng h�s hand toward the vast expanse of
sunl�t battlef�eld, the plateau of Illy �n front of them, Sa�nt-Menges to
the left, the wood of la Garenne to the r�ght, he cr�ed:

“No, I cannot, I cannot bear to look on �t! The s�ght p�erces my
heart and dr�ves me mad. Take me away, oh! take me away, at once,
at once!”

It was Sunday once more; the bells were peal�ng from the steeples
of Sedan, wh�le the mus�c of a German m�l�tary band floated on the
a�r �n the d�stance. There were st�ll no orders for the�r reg�ment to
move, and Jean, alarmed to see Maur�ce’s del�r�ousness �ncreas�ng,
determ�ned to attempt the execut�on of a plan that he had been



matur�ng �n h�s m�nd for the last twenty-four hours. On the road
before the tents of the Pruss�ans another reg�ment, the 5th of the
l�ne, was drawn up �n read�ness for departure. Great confus�on
preva�led �n the column, and an off�cer, whose knowledge of the
French language was �mperfect, had been unable to complete the
roster of the pr�soners. Then the two fr�ends, hav�ng f�rst torn from
the�r un�form coat the collar and buttons �n order that the number
m�ght not betray the�r �dent�ty, qu�etly took the�r place �n the ranks
and soon had the sat�sfact�on of cross�ng the br�dge and leav�ng the
cha�n of sentr�es beh�nd them. The same �dea must have presented
�tself to Loubet and Chouteau, for they caught s�ght of them
somewhat further to the rear, peer�ng anx�ously about them w�th the
gu�lty eyes of murderers.

Ah, what comfort there was for them �n that f�rst bl�ssful moment!
Outs�de the�r pr�son the sunl�ght was br�ghter, the a�r more brac�ng; �t
was l�ke a resurrect�on, a br�ght renewal of all the�r hopes. Whatever
ev�l fortune m�ght have �n store for them, they dreaded �t not; they
snapped the�r f�ngers at �t �n the�r del�ght at hav�ng seen the last of
the horrors of Camp M�sery.



III.

That morn�ng Maur�ce and Jean l�stened for the last t�me to the
gay, r�ng�ng notes of the French bugles, and now they were on the�r
way to Pont-a-Mousson, march�ng �n the ranks of the convoy of
pr�soners, wh�ch was guarded front and rear by platoons of Pruss�an
�nfantry, wh�le a f�le of men w�th f�xed bayonets flanked the column
on e�ther s�de. Whenever they came to a German post they heard
only the lugubr�ous, ear-p�erc�ng stra�ns of the Pruss�an trumpets.

Maur�ce was glad to observe that the column took the left-hand
road and would pass through Sedan; perhaps he would have an
opportun�ty of see�ng h�s s�ster Henr�ette. All the pleasure, however,
that he had exper�enced at h�s release from that foul cesspool where
he had spent n�ne days of agony was dashed to the ground and
destroyed dur�ng the three-m�le march from the pen�nsula of Iges to
the c�ty. It was but another form of h�s old d�stress to behold that
array of pr�soners, shuffl�ng t�morously through the dust of the road,
l�ke a flock of sheep w�th the dog at the�r heels. There �s no spectacle
�n all the world more p�t�ful than that of a column of vanqu�shed
troops be�ng marched off �nto capt�v�ty under guard of the�r
conquerors, w�thout arms, the�r empty hands hang�ng �dly at the�r
s�des; and these men, clad �n rags and tatters, besmeared w�th the
f�lth �n wh�ch they had la�n for more than a week, gaunt and wasted
after the�r long fast, were more l�ke vagabonds than sold�ers; they
resembled loathsome, horr�bly d�rty tramps, whom the gendarmes
would have p�cked up along the h�ghways and cons�gned to the
lockup. As they passed through the Faubourg of Torcy, where men
paused on the s�dewalks and women came to the�r doors to regard
them w�th mournful, compass�onate �nterest, the blush of shame rose



to Maur�ce’s cheek, he hung h�s head and a b�tter taste came to h�s
mouth.

Jean, whose ep�derm�s was th�cker and m�nd more pract�cal,
thought only of the�r stup�d�ty �n not hav�ng brought off w�th them a
loaf of bread ap�ece. In the hurry of the�r abrupt departure they had
even gone off w�thout breakfast�ng, and hunger soon made �ts
presence felt by the nerveless sensat�on �n the�r legs. Others among
the pr�soners appeared to be �n the same boat, for they held out
money, begg�ng the people of the place to sell them someth�ng to
eat. There was one, an extremely tall man, apparently very �ll, who
d�splayed a gold p�ece, extend�ng �t above the heads of the sold�ers
of the escort; and he was almost frant�c that he could purchase
noth�ng. Just at that t�me Jean, who had been keep�ng h�s eyes
open, perce�ved a bakery a short d�stance ahead, before wh�ch were
p�led a dozen loaves of bread; he �mmed�ately got h�s money ready
and, as the column passed, tossed the baker a f�ve-franc p�ece and
endeavored to secure two of the loaves; then, when the Pruss�an
who was march�ng at h�s s�de pushed h�m back roughly �nto the
ranks, he protested, demand�ng that he be allowed to recover h�s
money from the baker. But at that juncture the capta�n command�ng
the detachment, a short, bald-headed man w�th a brutal express�on
of face, came hasten�ng up; he ra�sed h�s revolver over Jean’s head
as �f about to str�ke h�m w�th the butt, declar�ng w�th an oath that he
would bra�n the f�rst man that dared to l�ft a f�nger. And the rest of the
capt�ves cont�nued to shamble on, st�rr�ng up the dust of the road
w�th the�r shuffl�ng feet, w�th eyes averted and shoulders bowed,
cowed and abjectly subm�ss�ve as a drove of cattle.

“Oh! how good �t would seem to slap the fellow’s face just once!”
murmured Maur�ce, as �f he meant �t. “How I should l�ke to let h�m
have just one from the shoulder, and dr�ve h�s teeth down h�s d�rty
throat!”

And dur�ng the rema�nder of the�r march he could not endure to
look on that capta�n, w�th h�s ugly, superc�l�ous face.

They had entered Sedan and were cross�ng the Pont de Meuse,
and the scenes of v�olence and brutal�ty became more numerous
than ever. A woman darted forward and would have embraced a



boy�sh young sergeant—l�kely she was h�s mother—and was
repulsed w�th a blow from a musket-butt that felled her to the ground.
On the Place Turenne the guards hustled and maltreated some
c�t�zens because they cast prov�s�ons to the pr�soners. In the Grande
Rue one of the convoy fell �n endeavor�ng to secure a bottle that a
lady extended to h�m, and was ass�sted to h�s feet w�th k�cks. For a
week now Sedan had w�tnessed the sadden�ng spectacle of the
defeated dr�ven l�ke cattle through �ts streets, and seemed no more
accustomed to �t than at the beg�nn�ng; each t�me a fresh
detachment passed the c�ty was st�rred to �ts very depths by a
movement of p�ty and �nd�gnat�on.

Jean had recovered h�s equan�m�ty; h�s thoughts, l�ke Maur�ce’s,
reverted to Henr�ette, and the �dea occurred to h�m that they m�ght
see Delaherche somewhere among the throng. He gave h�s fr�end a
nudge of the elbow.

“Keep your eyes open �f we pass through the�r street presently, w�ll
you?”

They had scarce more than struck �nto the Rue Maqua, �ndeed,
when they became aware of several pa�rs of eyes turned on the
column from one of the tall w�ndows of the factory, and as they drew
nearer recogn�zed Delaherche and h�s w�fe G�lberte, the�r elbows
rest�ng on the ra�l�ng of the balcony, and beh�nd them the tall, r�g�d
form of old Madame Delaherche. They had a supply of bread w�th
them, and the manufacturer was toss�ng the loaves down �nto the
hands that were upstretched w�th tremulous eagerness to rece�ve
them. Maur�ce saw at once that h�s s�ster was not there, wh�le Jean
anx�ously watched the fly�ng loaves, fear�ng there m�ght none be left
for them. They both had ra�sed the�r arms and were wav�ng them
frant�cally above the�r head, shout�ng meanwh�le w�th all the force of
the�r lungs:

“Here we are! Th�s way, th�s way!”
The Delaherches seemed del�ghted to see them �n the m�dst of

the�r surpr�se. The�r faces, pall�d w�th emot�on, suddenly br�ghtened,
and they d�splayed by the warmth of the�r gestures the pleasure they
exper�enced �n the encounter. There was one sol�tary loaf left, wh�ch
G�lberte �ns�sted on throw�ng w�th her own hands, and p�tched �t �nto



Jean’s extended arms �n such a charm�ngly awkward way that she
gave a w�nsome laugh at her own expense. Maur�ce, unable to stop
on account of the pressure from the rear, turned h�s head and
shouted, �n a tone of anx�ous �nqu�ry:

“And Henr�ette? Henr�ette?”
Delaherche repl�ed w�th a long farrago, but h�s vo�ce was �naud�ble

�n the shuffl�ng tramp of so many feet. He seemed to understand that
the young man had fa�led to catch h�s mean�ng, for he gest�culated
l�ke a semaphore; there was one gesture �n part�cular that he
repeated several t�mes, extend�ng h�s arm w�th a sweep�ng mot�on
toward the south, apparently �ntend�ng to convey the �dea of some
po�nt �n the remote d�stance: Off there, away off there. Already the
head of the column was wheel�ng �nto the Rue du M�n�l, the facade of
the factory was lost to s�ght, together w�th the k�ndly faces of the
three Delaherches; the last the two fr�ends saw of them was the
flutter�ng of the wh�te handkerch�ef w�th wh�ch G�lberte waved them a
farewell.

“What d�d he say?” asked Jean.
Maur�ce, �n a fever of anx�ety, was st�ll look�ng to the rear where

there was noth�ng to be seen. “I don’t know; I could not understand
h�m; I shall have no peace of m�nd unt�l I hear from her.”

And the tra�l�ng, shambl�ng l�ne crept slowly onward, the Pruss�ans
urg�ng on the weary men w�th the brutal�ty of conquerors; the column
left the c�ty by the M�n�l gate �n straggl�ng, long-drawn array,
hasten�ng the�r steps, l�ke sheep at whose heels the dogs are
snapp�ng.

When they passed through Baze�lles Jean and Maur�ce thought of
We�ss, and cast the�r eyes about �n an effort to d�st�ngu�sh the s�te of
the l�ttle house that had been defended w�th such bravery. Wh�le they
were at Camp M�sery they had heard the woeful tale of slaughter
and conflagrat�on that had blotted the pretty v�llage from ex�stence,
and the abom�nat�ons that they now beheld exceeded all they had
dreamed of or �mag�ned. At the exp�rat�on of twelve days the ru�ns
were smok�ng st�ll; the totter�ng walls had fallen �n, there were not ten
houses stand�ng. It afforded them some small comfort, however, to
meet a process�on of carts and wheelbarrows loaded w�th Bavar�an



helmets and muskets that had been collected after the confl�ct. That
ev�dence of the chast�sement that had been �nfl�cted on those
murderers and �ncend�ar�es went far toward m�t�gat�ng the affl�ct�on of
defeat.

The column was to halt at Douzy to g�ve the men an opportun�ty to
eat breakfast. It was not w�thout much suffer�ng that they reached
that place; already the pr�soners’ strength was g�v�ng out, exhausted
as they were by the�r ten days of fast�ng. Those who the day before
had ava�led of the abundant suppl�es to gorge themselves were
se�zed w�th vert�go, the�r enfeebled legs refused to support the�r
we�ght, and the�r gluttony, far from restor�ng the�r lost strength, was a
further source of weakness to them. The consequence was that,
when the tra�n was halted �n a meadow to the left of the v�llage,
these poor creatures flung themselves upon the ground w�th no
des�re to eat. W�ne was want�ng; some char�table women who came,
br�ng�ng a few bottles, were dr�ven off by the sentr�es. One of them �n
her affr�ght fell and spra�ned her ankle, and there ensued a pa�nful
scene of tears and hyster�cs, dur�ng wh�ch the Pruss�ans conf�scated
the bottles and drank the�r contents am�d jeers and �nsult�ng laughter.
Th�s tender compass�on of the peasants for the poor sold�ers who
were be�ng led away �nto capt�v�ty was man�fested constantly along
the route, wh�le �t was sa�d the harshness they d�splayed toward the
generals amounted almost to cruelty. At that same Douzy, only a few
days prev�ously, the v�llagers had hooted and rev�led a number of
paroled off�cers who were on the�r way to Pont-a-Mousson. The
roads were not safe for general off�cers; men wear�ng the blouse—
escaped sold�ers, or deserters, �t may be—fell on them w�th p�tch-
forks and endeavored to take the�r l�fe as tra�tors, credulously p�nn�ng
the�r fa�th to that legend of barga�n and sale wh�ch, even twenty
years later, was to cont�nue to shed �ts opprobr�um upon those
leaders who had commanded arm�es �n that campa�gn.

Maur�ce and Jean ate half the�r bread, and were so fortunate as to
have a mouthful of brandy w�th wh�ch to wash �t down, thanks to the
k�ndness of a worthy old farmer. When the order was g�ven to
resume the�r advance, however, the d�stress throughout the convoy
was extreme. They were to halt for the n�ght at Mouzon, and
although the march was a short one, �t seemed as �f �t would tax the



men’s strength more severely than they could bear; they could not
get on the�r feet w�thout g�v�ng utterance to cr�es of pa�n, so st�ff d�d
the�r t�red legs become the moment they stopped to rest. Many
removed the�r shoes to rel�eve the�r galled and bleed�ng feet.
Dysentery cont�nued to rage; a man fell before they had gone half a
m�le, and they had to prop h�m aga�nst a wall and leave h�m. A l�ttle
further on two others sank at the foot of a hedge, and �t was n�ght
before an old woman came along and p�cked them up. All were
stumbl�ng, totter�ng, and dragg�ng themselves along, support�ng the�r
forms w�th canes, wh�ch the Pruss�ans, perhaps �n der�s�on, had
suffered them to cut at the marg�n of a wood. They were a straggl�ng
array of tramps and beggars, covered w�th sores, haggard,
emac�ated, and footsore; a s�ght to br�ng tears to the eyes of the
most stony-hearted. And the guards cont�nued to be as brutally str�ct
as ever; those who for any purpose attempted to leave the ranks
were dr�ven back w�th blows, and the platoon that brought up the
rear had orders to prod w�th the�r bayonets those who hung back. A
sergeant hav�ng refused to go further, the capta�n summoned two of
h�s men and �nstructed them to se�ze h�m, one by e�ther arm, and �n
th�s manner the wretched man was dragged over the ground unt�l he
agreed to walk. And what made the whole th�ng more b�tter and
harder to endure was the utter �ns�gn�f�cance of that l�ttle p�mply-
faced, bald-headed off�cer, so �nsufferably consequent�al �n h�s
brutal�ty, who took advantage of h�s knowledge of French to
v�tuperate the pr�soners �n �t �n curt, �nc�s�ve words that cut and stung
l�ke the lash of a wh�p.

“Oh!” Maur�ce fur�ously excla�med, “to get the puppy �n my hands
and dra�n h�m of h�s blood, drop by drop!”

H�s powers of endurance were almost exhausted, but �t was h�s
rage that he had to choke down, even more than h�s fat�gue, that
was cause of h�s suffer�ng. Everyth�ng exasperated h�m and set on
edge h�s t�ngl�ng nerves; the harsh notes of the Pruss�an trumpets
part�cularly, wh�ch �nsp�red h�m w�th a des�re to scream each t�me he
heard them. He felt he should never reach the end of the�r cruel
journey w�thout some outbreak that would br�ng down on h�m the
utmost sever�ty of the guard. Even now, when travers�ng the smallest
hamlets, he suffered horr�bly and felt as �f he should d�e w�th shame



to behold the eyes of the women f�xed p�ty�ngly on h�m; what would �t
be when they should enter Germany, and the populace of the great
c�t�es should crowd the streets to laugh and jeer at them as they
passed? And he p�ctured to h�mself the cattle cars �nto wh�ch they
would be crowded for transportat�on, the d�scomforts and
hum�l�at�ons they would have to suffer on the journey, the d�smal l�fe
�n German fortresses under the leaden, w�ntry sky. No, no; he would
have none of �t; better to take the r�sk of leav�ng h�s bones by the
roads�de on French so�l than go and rot off yonder, for months and
months, perhaps, �n the dark depths of a casemate.

“L�sten,” he sa�d below h�s breath to Jean, who was walk�ng at h�s
s�de; “we w�ll wa�t unt�l we come to a wood; then we’ll break through
the guards and run for �t among the trees. The Belg�an front�er �s not
far away; we shall have no trouble �n f�nd�ng someone to gu�de us to
�t.”

Jean, accustomed as he was to look at th�ngs coolly and calculate
chances, put h�s veto on the mad scheme, although he, too, �n h�s
revolt, was beg�nn�ng to med�tate the poss�b�l�t�es of an escape.

“Have you taken leave of your senses! the guard w�ll f�re on us,
and we shall both be k�lled.”

But Maur�ce repl�ed there was a chance the sold�ers m�ght not h�t
them, and then, after all, �f the�r a�m should prove true, �t would not
matter so very much.

“Very well!” rejo�ned Jean, “but what �s go�ng to become of us
afterward, dressed �n un�form as we are? You know perfectly well
that the country �s swarm�ng �n every d�rect�on w�th Pruss�an troops;
we could not go far unless we had other clothes to put on. No, no,
my lad, �t’s too r�sky; I’ll not let you attempt such an �nsane project.”

And he took the young man’s arm and held �t pressed aga�nst h�s
s�de, as �f they were mutually susta�n�ng each other, cont�nu�ng
meanwh�le to ch�de and soothe h�m �n a tone that was at once rough
and affect�onate.

Just then the sound of a wh�spered conversat�on close beh�nd
them caused them to turn and look around. It was Chouteau and
Loubet, who had left the pen�nsula of Iges that morn�ng at the same
t�me as they, and whom they had managed to steer clear of unt�l the



present moment. Now the two worth�es were close at the�r heels,
and Chouteau must have overheard Maur�ce’s words, h�s plan for
escap�ng through the mazes of a forest, for he had adopted �t on h�s
own behalf. H�s breath was hot upon the�r neck as he murmured:

“Say, comrades, count us �n on that. That’s a cap�tal �dea of yours,
to sk�p the ranch. Some of the boys have gone already, and sure
we’re not go�ng to be such fools as to let those bloody p�gs drag us
away l�ke dogs �nto the�r �nfernal country. What do you say, eh? Shall
we four make a break for l�berty?”

Maur�ce’s exc�tement was r�s�ng to fever-heat aga�n; Jean turned
and sa�d to the tempter:

“If you are so anx�ous to get away, why don’t you go? there’s
noth�ng to prevent you. What are you up to, any way?”

He fl�nched a l�ttle before the corporal’s d�rect glance, and allowed
the true mot�ve of h�s proposal to escape h�m.

“Dame! �t would be better that four should share the undertak�ng.
One or two of us m�ght have a chance of gett�ng off.”

Then Jean, w�th an emphat�c shake of the head, refused to have
anyth�ng whatever to do w�th the matter; he d�strusted the
gentleman, he sa�d, as he was afra�d he would play them some of
h�s d�rty tr�cks. He had to exert all h�s author�ty w�th Maur�ce to reta�n
h�m on h�s s�de, for at that very moment an opportun�ty presented
�tself for attempt�ng the enterpr�se; they were pass�ng the border of a
small but very dense wood, separated from the road only by the
w�dth of a f�eld that was covered by a th�ck growth of underbrush.
Why should they not dash across that f�eld and van�sh �n the th�cket?
was there not safety for them �n that d�rect�on?

Loubet had so far sa�d noth�ng. H�s m�nd was made up, however,
that he was not go�ng to Germany to run to seed �n one of the�r
dungeons, and h�s nose, mob�le as a hound’s, was sn�ff�ng the
atmosphere, h�s sh�fty eyes were watch�ng for the favorable moment.
He would trust to h�s legs and h�s mother w�t, wh�ch had always
helped h�m out of h�s scrapes thus far. H�s dec�s�on was qu�ckly
made.

“Ah, zut! I’ve had enough of �t; I’m off!”



He broke through the l�ne of the escort, and w�th a s�ngle bound
was �n the f�eld, Chouteau follow�ng h�s example and runn�ng at h�s
s�de. Two of the Pruss�an sold�ers �mmed�ately started �n pursu�t, but
the others seemed dazed, and �t d�d not occur to them to send a ball
after the fug�t�ves. The ent�re ep�sode was so soon over that �t was
not easy to note �ts d�fferent phases. Loubet dodged and doubled
among the bushes and �t appeared as �f he would certa�nly succeed
�n gett�ng off, wh�le Chouteau, less n�mble, was on the po�nt of be�ng
captured, but the latter, summon�ng up all h�s energ�es �n a supreme
burst of speed, caught up w�th h�s comrade and dexterously tr�pped
h�m; and wh�le the two Pruss�ans were lumber�ng up to secure the
fallen man, the other darted �nto the wood and van�shed. The guard,
f�nally remember�ng that they had muskets, f�red a few �neffectual
shots, and there was some attempt made to search the th�cket,
wh�ch resulted �n noth�ng.

Meant�me the two sold�ers were pummel�ng poor Loubet, who had
not rega�ned h�s feet. The capta�n came runn�ng up, bes�de h�mself
w�th anger, and talked of mak�ng an example, and w�th th�s
encouragement k�cks and cuffs and blows from musket-butts
cont�nued to ra�n down upon the wretched man w�th such fury that
when at last they stood h�m on h�s feet he was found to have an arm
broken and h�s skull fractured. A peasant came along, dr�v�ng a cart,
�n wh�ch he was placed, but he d�ed before reach�ng Mouzon.

“You see,” was all that Jean sa�d to Maur�ce.
The two fr�ends cast a look �n the d�rect�on of the wood that

suff�c�ently expressed the�r sent�ments toward the scoundrel who had
ga�ned h�s freedom by such base means, wh�le the�r hearts were
st�rred w�th feel�ngs of deepest compass�on for the poor dev�l whom
he had made h�s v�ct�m, a guzzler and a toper, who certa�nly d�d not
amount to much, but a merry, good-natured fellow all the same, and
nobody’s fool. And that was always the way w�th those who kept bad
company, Jean moral�z�ngly observed: they m�ght be very fly, but
sooner or later a b�gger rascal was sure to come along and make a
meal of them.

Notw�thstand�ng th�s terr�ble lesson Maur�ce, upon reach�ng
Mouzon, was st�ll possessed by h�s unalterable determ�nat�on to



attempt an escape. The pr�soners were �n such an exhausted
cond�t�on when they reached the place that the Pruss�ans had to
ass�st them to set up the few tents that were placed at the�r d�sposal.
The camp was formed near the town, on low and marshy ground,
and the worst of the bus�ness was that another convoy hav�ng
occup�ed the spot the day before, the f�eld was absolutely �nv�s�ble
under the super�ncumbent f�lth; �t was no better than a common
cesspool, of un�mag�nable foulness. The sole means the men had of
self-protect�on was to scatter over the ground some large flat stones,
of wh�ch they were so fortunate as to f�nd a number �n the v�c�n�ty. By
way of compensat�on they had a somewhat less hard t�me of �t that
even�ng; the str�ctness of the�r guard�ans was relaxed a l�ttle once
the capta�n had d�sappeared, doubtless to seek the comforts of an
�nn. The sentr�es began by w�nk�ng at the �rregular�ty of the
proceed�ng when some ch�ldren came along and commenced to toss
fru�t, apples and pears, over the�r heads to the pr�soners; the next
th�ng was they allowed the people of the ne�ghborhood to enter the
l�nes, so that �n a short t�me the camp was swarm�ng w�th �mpromptu
merchants, men and women, offer�ng for sale bread, w�ne, c�gars,
even. Those who had money had no trouble �n supply�ng the�r needs
so far as eat�ng, dr�nk�ng, and smok�ng were concerned. A bustl�ng
an�mat�on preva�led �n the d�m tw�l�ght; �t was l�ke a corner of the
market place �n a town where a fa�r �s be�ng held.

But Maur�ce drew Jean beh�nd the�r tent and aga�n sa�d to h�m �n
h�s nervous, fl�ghty way:

“I can’t stand �t; I shall make an effort to get away as soon as �t �s
dark. To-morrow our course w�ll take us away from the front�er; �t w�ll
be too late.”

“Very well, we’ll try �t,” Jean repl�ed, h�s powers of res�stance
exhausted, h�s �mag�nat�on, too, seduced by the pleas�ng �dea of
freedom. “They can’t do more than k�ll us.”

After that he began to scrut�n�ze more narrowly the venders who
surrounded h�m on every s�de. There were some among the
comrades who had succeeded �n supply�ng themselves w�th blouse
and trousers, and �t was reported that some of the char�table people
of the place had regular stocks of garments on hand, des�gned to



ass�st pr�soners �n escap�ng. And almost �mmed�ately h�s attent�on
was attracted to a pretty g�rl, a tall blonde of s�xteen w�th a pa�r of
magn�f�cent eyes, who had on her arm a basket conta�n�ng three
loaves of bread. She was not cry�ng her wares l�ke the rest; an
anx�ous, engag�ng sm�le played on her red l�ps, her manner was
hes�tat�ng. He looked her stead�ly �n the face; the�r glances met and
for an �nstant rema�ned confounded. Then she came up, w�th the
embarrassed sm�le of a g�rl unaccustomed to such bus�ness.

“Do you w�sh to buy some bread?”
He made no reply, but quest�oned her by an �mpercept�ble

movement of the eyel�ds. On her answer�ng yes, by an aff�rmat�ve
nod of the head, he asked �n a very low tone of vo�ce:

“There �s cloth�ng?”
“Yes, under the loaves.”
Then she began to cry her merchand�se aloud: “Bread! bread!

who’ll buy my bread?” But when Maur�ce would have sl�pped a
twenty-franc p�ece �nto her f�ngers she drew back her hand abruptly
and ran away, leav�ng the basket w�th them. The last they saw of her
was the happy, tender look �n her pretty eyes, as �n the d�stance she
turned and sm�led on them.

When they were �n possess�on of the basket Jean and Maur�ce
found d�ff�cult�es star�ng them �n the face. They had strayed away
from the�r tent, and �n the�r ag�tated cond�t�on felt they should never
succeed �n f�nd�ng �t aga�n. Where were they to bestow themselves?
and how effect the�r change of garments? It seemed to them that the
eyes of the ent�re assemblage were focused on the basket, wh�ch
Jean carr�ed w�th an awkward a�r, as �f �t conta�ned dynam�te, and
that �ts contents must be pla�nly v�s�ble to everyone. It would not do
to waste t�me, however; they must be up and do�ng. They stepped
�nto the f�rst vacant tent they came to, where each of them hurr�edly
sl�pped on a pa�r of trousers and donned a blouse, hav�ng f�rst
depos�ted the�r d�scarded un�forms �n the basket, wh�ch they placed
on the ground �n a dark corner of the tent and abandoned to �ts fate.
There was a c�rcumstance that gave them no small uneas�ness,
however; they found only one head-cover�ng, a kn�tted woolen cap,
wh�ch Jean �ns�sted Maur�ce should wear. The former, fear�ng h�s



bare-headedness m�ght exc�te susp�c�on, was hang�ng about the
prec�ncts of the camp on the lookout for a cover�ng of some
descr�pt�on, when �t occurred to h�m to purchase h�s hat from an
extremely d�rty old man who was sell�ng c�gars.

“Brussels c�gars, three sous ap�ece, two for f�ve!”
Customs regulat�ons were �n abeyance s�nce the battle of Sedan,

and the �mports of Belg�an merchand�se had been greatly st�mulated.
The old man had been mak�ng a handsome prof�t from h�s traff�c, but
that d�d not prevent h�m from dr�v�ng a sharp barga�n when he
understood the reason why the two men wanted to buy h�s hat, a
greasy old affa�r of felt w�th a great hole �n �ts crown. He f�nally
consented to part w�th �t for two f�ve-franc p�eces, grumbl�ng that he
should certa�nly have a cold �n h�s head.

Then Jean had another �dea, wh�ch was ne�ther more nor less
than to buy out the old fellow’s stock �n trade, the two dozen c�gars
that rema�ned unsold. The barga�n effected, he pulled h�s hat down
over h�s eyes and began to cry �n the �t�nerant hawker’s drawl�ng
tone:

“Here you are, Brussels c�gars, two for three sous, two for three
sous!”

The�r safety was now assured. He s�gnaled Maur�ce to go on
before. It happened to the latter to d�scover an umbrella ly�ng on the
grass; he p�cked �t up and, as a few drops of ra�n began to fall just
then, opened �t tranqu�lly as they were about to pass the l�ne of
sentr�es.

“Two for three sous, two for three sous, Brussels c�gars!”
It took Jean less than two m�nutes to d�spose of h�s stock of

merchand�se. The men came crowd�ng about h�m w�th chaff and
laughter: a reasonable fellow, that; he d�dn’t rob poor chaps of the�r
money! The Pruss�ans themselves were attracted by such unheard-
of barga�ns, and he was compelled to trade w�th them. He had all the
t�me been work�ng h�s way toward the edge of the ence�nte, and h�s
last two c�gars went to a b�g sergeant w�th an �mmense beard, who
could not speak a word of French.



“Don’t walk so fast, confound �t!” Jean breathed �n a wh�sper
beh�nd Maur�ce’s back. “You’ll have them after us.”

The�r legs seemed �ncl�ned to run away w�th them, although they
d�d the�r best to str�ke a sober ga�t. It caused them a great effort to
pause a moment at a cross-roads, where a number of people were
collected before an �nn. Some v�llagers were chatt�ng peaceably w�th
German sold�ers, and the two runaways made a pretense of
l�sten�ng, and even hazarded a few observat�ons on the weather and
the probab�l�ty of the ra�n cont�nu�ng dur�ng the n�ght. They trembled
when they beheld a man, a fleshy gentleman, ey�ng them attent�vely,
but as he sm�led w�th an a�r of great good-nature they thought they
m�ght venture to address h�m, ask�ng �n a wh�sper:

“Can you tell us �f the road to Belg�um �s guarded, s�r?”
“Yes, �t �s; but you w�ll be safe �f you cross th�s wood and afterward

cut across the f�elds, to the left.”
Once they were �n the wood, �n the deep, dark s�lence of the

slumber�ng trees, where no sound reached the�r ears, where noth�ng
st�rred and they bel�eved the�r safety was assured them, they sank
�nto each other’s arms �n an uncontrollable �mpulse of emot�on.
Maur�ce was sobb�ng v�olently, wh�le b�g tears tr�ckled slowly down
Jean’s cheeks. It was the natural revuls�on of the�r overtaxed feel�ngs
after the long-protracted ordeal they had passed through, the joy and
del�ght of the�r mutual assurance that the�r troubles were at an end,
and that thenceforth suffer�ng and they were to be strangers. And
un�ted by the memory of what they had endured together �n t�es
closer than those of brotherhood, they clasped each other �n a w�ld
embrace, and the k�ss that they exchanged at that moment seemed
to them to possess a savor and a po�gnancy such as they had never
exper�enced before �n all the�r l�fe; a k�ss such as they never could
rece�ve from l�ps of woman, seal�ng the�r undy�ng fr�endsh�p, g�v�ng
add�t�onal conf�rmat�on to the certa�nty that thereafter the�r two hearts
would be but one, for all etern�ty.

When they had separated at last: “L�ttle one,” sa�d Jean, �n a
trembl�ng vo�ce, “�t �s well for us to be here, but we are not at the
end. We must look about a b�t and try to f�nd our bear�ngs.”



Maur�ce, although he had no acqua�ntance w�th that part of the
front�er, declared that all they had to do was to pursue a stra�ght
course, whereon they resumed the�r way, mov�ng among the trees �n
Ind�an f�le w�th the greatest c�rcumspect�on, unt�l they reached the
edge of the th�cket. There, m�ndful of the �njunct�on of the k�nd-
hearted v�llager, they were about to turn to the left and take a short
cut across the f�elds, but on com�ng to a road, bordered w�th a row of
poplars on e�ther s�de they beheld d�rectly �n the�r path the watch-f�re
of a Pruss�an detachment. The bayonet of the sentry, pac�ng h�s
beat, gleamed �n the ruddy l�ght, the men were f�n�sh�ng the�r soup
and convers�ng; the fug�t�ves stood not upon the order of the�r go�ng,
but plunged �nto the recesses of the wood aga�n, �n mortal terror lest
they m�ght be pursued. They thought they heard the sound of vo�ces,
of footsteps on the�r tra�l, and thus for over an hour they wandered at
random among the copses, unt�l all �dea of local�ty was obl�terated
from the�r bra�n; now rac�ng l�ke affr�ghted an�mals through the
underbrush, aga�n brought up all stand�ng, the cold sweat tr�ckl�ng
down the�r face, before a tree �n wh�ch they beheld a Pruss�an. And
the end of �t was that they aga�n came out on the poplar-bordered
road not more than ten paces from the sentry, and qu�te near the
sold�ers, who were toast�ng the�r toes �n tranqu�l comfort.

“Hang the luck!” grumbled Jean. “Th�s must be an enchanted
wood.”

Th�s t�me, however, they had been heard. The sound of snapp�ng
tw�gs and roll�ng stones betrayed them. And as they d�d not answer
the challenge of the sentry, but made off at the double-qu�ck, the
men se�zed the�r muskets and sent a shower of bullets crash�ng
through the th�cket, �nto wh�ch the fug�t�ves had plunged
�ncont�nently.

“Nom de D�eu!” ejaculated Jean, w�th a st�fled cry of pa�n.
He had rece�ved someth�ng that felt l�ke the cut of a wh�p �n the

calf of h�s left leg, but the �mpact was so v�olent that �t drove h�m up
aga�nst a tree.

“Are you hurt?” Maur�ce anx�ously �nqu�red.
“Yes, and �n the leg, worse luck!”



They both stood hold�ng the�r breath and l�sten�ng, �n dread
expectancy of hear�ng the�r pursuers clamor�ng at the�r heels; but the
f�r�ng had ceased and noth�ng st�rred am�d the �ntense st�llness that
had aga�n settled down upon the wood and the surround�ng country.
It was ev�dent that the Pruss�ans had no �ncl�nat�on to beat up the
th�cket.

Jean, who was do�ng h�s best to keep on h�s feet; forced back a
groan. Maur�ce susta�ned h�m w�th h�s arm.

“Can’t you walk?”
“I should say not!” He gave way to a f�t of rage, he, always so self-

conta�ned. He clenched h�s f�sts, could have thumped h�mself. “God
�n Heaven, �f th�s �s not hard luck! to have one’s legs knocked from
under h�m at the very t�me he �s most �n need of them! It’s too bad,
too bad, by my soul �t �s! Go on, you, and put yourself �n safety!”

But Maur�ce laughed qu�etly as he answered:
“That �s s�lly talk!”
He took h�s fr�end’s arm and helped h�m along, for ne�ther of them

had any des�re to l�nger there. When, labor�ously and by d�nt of
hero�c effort, they had advanced some half-dozen paces further, they
halted aga�n w�th renewed alarm at behold�ng before them a house,
stand�ng at the marg�n of the wood, apparently a sort of farmhouse.
Not a l�ght was v�s�ble at any of the w�ndows, the open courtyard
gate yawned upon the dark and deserted dwell�ng. And when they
plucked up the�r courage a l�ttle and ventured to enter the courtyard,
great was the�r surpr�se to f�nd a horse stand�ng there w�th a saddle
on h�s back, w�th noth�ng to �nd�cate the why or wherefore of h�s
be�ng there. Perhaps �t was the owner’s �ntent�on to return, perhaps
he was ly�ng beh�nd a bush w�th a bullet �n h�s bra�n. They never
learned how �t was.

But Maur�ce had conce�ved a new scheme, wh�ch appeared to
afford h�m great sat�sfact�on.

“See here, the front�er �s too far away; we should never succeed �n
reach�ng �t w�thout a gu�de. What do you say to chang�ng our plan
and go�ng to Uncle Fouchard’s, at Rem�lly? I am so well acqua�nted
w�th every �nch of the road that I’m sure I could take you there w�th



my eyes bandaged. Don’t you th�nk �t’s a good �dea, eh? I’ll put you
on th�s horse, and I suppose Uncle Fouchard w�ll grumble, but he’ll
take us �n.”

Before start�ng he w�shed to take a look at the �njured leg. There
were two or�f�ces; the ball appeared to have entered the l�mb and
passed out, fractur�ng the t�b�a �n �ts course. The flow of blood had
not been great; he d�d noth�ng more than bandage the upper part of
the calf t�ghtly w�th h�s handkerch�ef.

“Do you fly, and leave me here,” Jean sa�d aga�n.
“Hold your tongue; you are s�lly!”
When Jean was seated f�rmly �n the saddle Maur�ce took the br�dle

and they made a start. It was somewhere about eleven o’clock, and
he hoped to make the journey �n three hours, even �f they should be
unable to proceed faster than a walk. A d�ff�culty that he had not
thought of unt�l then, however, presented �tself to h�s m�nd and for a
moment f�lled h�m w�th consternat�on: how were they to cross the
Meuse �n order to get to the left bank? The br�dge at Mouzon would
certa�nly be guarded. At last he remembered that there was a ferry
lower down the stream, at V�llers, and trust�ng to luck to befr�end
h�m, he shaped h�s course for that v�llage, str�k�ng across the
meadows and t�lled f�elds of the r�ght bank. All went well enough at
f�rst; they had only to dodge a cavalry patrol wh�ch forced them to
h�de �n the shadow of a wall and rema�n there half an hour. Then the
ra�n began to come down �n earnest and h�s progress became more
labor�ous, compelled as he was to tramp through the sodden f�elds
bes�de the horse, wh�ch fortunately showed �tself to be a f�ne
spec�men of the equ�ne race, and perfectly gentle. On reach�ng
V�llers he found that h�s trust �n the bl�nd goddess, Fortune, had not
been m�splaced; the ferryman, who, at that late hour, had just
returned from sett�ng a Bavar�an off�cer across the r�ver, took them at
once and landed them on the other shore w�thout delay or acc�dent.

And �t was not unt�l they reached the v�llage, where they narrowly
escaped fall�ng �nto the clutches of the p�ckets who were stat�oned
along the ent�re length of the Rem�lly road, that the�r dangers and
hardsh�ps really commenced; aga�n they were obl�ged to take to the
f�elds, feel�ng the�r way along bl�nd paths and cart-tracks that could



scarcely be d�scerned �n the darkness. The most tr�v�al obstacle
suff�ced to dr�ve them a long way out of the�r course. They squeezed
through hedges, scrambled down and up the steep banks of d�tches,
forced a passage for themselves through the densest th�ckets. Jean,
�n whom a low fever had developed under the dr�zzl�ng ra�n, had
sunk down crossw�se on h�s saddle �n a cond�t�on of sem�-
consc�ousness, hold�ng on w�th both hands by the horse’s mane,
wh�le Maur�ce, who had sl�pped the br�dle over h�s r�ght arm, had to
steady h�m by the legs to keep h�m from tumbl�ng to the ground. For
more than a league, for two long, weary hours that seemed l�ke an
etern�ty, d�d they to�l onward �n th�s fat�gu�ng way; flounder�ng,
stumbl�ng, sl�pp�ng �n such a manner that �t seemed at every moment
as �f men and beast must land together �n a heap at the bottom of
some descent. The spectacle they presented was one of utter, abject
m�sery, besplashed w�th mud, the horse trembl�ng �n every l�mb, the
man upon h�s back a helpless mass, as �f at h�s last gasp, the other,
w�ld-eyed and pale as death, keep�ng h�s feet only by an effort of
fraternal love. Day was break�ng; �t was not far from f�ve o’clock
when at last they came to Rem�lly.

In the courtyard of h�s l�ttle farmhouse, wh�ch was s�tuated at the
extrem�ty of the pass of Harancourt, overlook�ng the v�llage, Father
Fouchard was stow�ng away �n h�s carr�ole the carcasses of two
sheep that he had slaughtered the day before. The s�ght of h�s
nephew, com�ng to h�m at that hour and �n that sorry pl�ght, caused
h�m such perturbat�on of sp�r�t that, after the f�rst explanatory words,
he roughly cr�ed:

“You want me to take you �n, you and your fr�end? and then settle
matters w�th the Pruss�ans afterward, I suppose. I’m much obl�ged to
you, but no! I m�ght as well d�e r�ght stra�ght off and have done w�th
�t.”

He d�d not go so far, however, as to proh�b�t Maur�ce and Prosper
from tak�ng Jean from the horse and lay�ng h�m on the great table �n
the k�tchen. S�lv�ne ran and got the bolster from her bed and sl�pped
�t beneath the head of the wounded man, who was st�ll unconsc�ous.
But �t �rr�tated the old fellow to see the man ly�ng on h�s table; he
grumbled and fretted, say�ng that the k�tchen was no place for h�m;



why d�d they not take h�m away to the hosp�tal at once? s�nce there
fortunately was a hosp�tal at Rem�lly, near the church, �n the old
schoolhouse; and there was a b�g room �n �t, w�th everyth�ng n�ce
and comfortable.

“To the hosp�tal!” Maur�ce hotly repl�ed, “and have the Pruss�ans
pack h�m off to Germany as soon as he �s well, for you know they
treat all the wounded as pr�soners of war. Do you take me for a fool,
uncle? I d�d not br�ng h�m here to g�ve h�m up.”

Th�ngs were beg�nn�ng to look dub�ous, the uncle was threaten�ng
to p�tch them out upon the road, when someone ment�oned
Henr�ette’s name.

“What about Henr�ette?” �nqu�red the young man.
And he learned that h�s s�ster had been an �nmate of the house at

Rem�lly for the last two days; her affl�ct�on had we�ghed so heav�ly on
her that l�fe at Sedan, where her ex�stence had h�therto been a
happy one, was become a burden greater than she could bear.
Chanc�ng to meet w�th Doctor Dal�champ of Raucourt, w�th whom
she was acqua�nted, her conversat�on w�th h�m had been the means
of br�ng�ng her to take up her abode w�th Father Fouchard, �n whose
house she had a l�ttle bedroom, �n order to devote herself ent�rely to
the care of the sufferers �n the ne�ghbor�ng hosp�tal. That alone, she
sa�d, would serve to qu�et her b�tter memor�es. She pa�d her board
and was the means of �ntroduc�ng many small comforts �nto the l�fe
of the farmhouse, wh�ch caused Father Fouchard to regard her w�th
an eye of favor. The weather was always f�ne w�th h�m, prov�ded he
was mak�ng money.

“Ah! so my s�ster �s here,” sa�d Maur�ce. “That must have been
what M. Delaherche w�shed to tell me, w�th h�s gestures that I could
not understand. Very well; �f she �s here, that settles �t; we shall
rema�n.”

Notw�thstand�ng h�s fat�gue he started off at once �n quest of her at
the ambulance, where she had been on duty dur�ng the preced�ng
n�ght, wh�le the uncle cursed h�s luck that kept h�m from be�ng off
w�th the carr�ole to sell h�s mutton among the ne�ghbor�ng v�llages, so
long as the confounded bus�ness that he had got m�xed up �n
rema�ned unf�n�shed.



When Maur�ce returned w�th Henr�ette they caught the old man
mak�ng a cr�t�cal exam�nat�on of the horse, that Prosper had led
away to the stable. The an�mal seemed to please h�m; he was
knocked up, but showed s�gns of strength and endurance. The
young man laughed and told h�s uncle he m�ght have h�m as a g�ft �f
he fanc�ed h�m, wh�le Henr�ette, tak�ng her relat�ve as�de, assured
h�m Jean should be no expense to h�m; that she would take charge
of h�m and nurse h�m, and he m�ght have the l�ttle room beh�nd the
cow-stables, where no Pruss�an would ever th�nk to look for h�m. And
Father Fouchard, st�ll wear�ng a very sulky face and but half
conv�nced that there was anyth�ng to be made out of the affa�r, f�nally
closed the d�scuss�on by jump�ng �nto h�s carr�ole and dr�v�ng off,
leav�ng her at l�berty to act as she pleased.

It took Henr�ette but a few m�nutes, w�th the ass�stance of S�lv�ne
and Prosper, to put the room �n order; then she had Jean brought �n
and they la�d h�m on a cool, clean bed, he g�v�ng no s�gn of l�fe
dur�ng the operat�on save to mutter some un�ntell�g�ble words. He
opened h�s eyes and looked about h�m, but seemed not to be
consc�ous of anyone’s presence �n the room. Maur�ce, who was just
beg�nn�ng to be aware how utterly prostrated he was by h�s fat�gue,
was dr�nk�ng a glass of w�ne and eat�ng a b�t of cold meat, left over
from the yesterday’s d�nner, when Doctor Dal�champ came �n, as
was h�s da�ly custom prev�ous to v�s�t�ng the hosp�tal, and the young
man, �n h�s anx�ety for h�s fr�end, mustered up h�s strength to follow
h�m, together w�th h�s s�ster, to the beds�de of the pat�ent.

The doctor was a short, th�ck-set man, w�th a b�g round head, on
wh�ch the ha�r, as well as the fr�nge of beard about h�s face, had long
s�nce begun to be t�nged w�th gray. The sk�n of h�s ruddy, mottled
face was tough and �ndurated as a peasant’s, spend�ng as he d�d
most of h�s t�me �n the open a�r, always on the go to rel�eve the
suffer�ngs of h�s fellow-creatures; wh�le the large, br�ght eyes, the
mass�ve nose, �nd�cat�ve of obst�nacy, and the ben�gnant �f
somewhat sensual mouth bore w�tness to the l�felong char�t�es and
good works of the honest country doctor; a l�ttle brusque at t�mes,
not a man of gen�us, but whom many years of pract�ce �n h�s
profess�on had made an excellent healer.



When he had exam�ned Jean, st�ll �n a comatose state, he
murmured:

“I am very much afra�d that amputat�on w�ll be necessary.”
The words produced a pa�nful �mpress�on on Maur�ce and

Henr�ette. Presently, however, he added:
“Perhaps we may be able to save the leg, but �t w�ll requ�re the

utmost care and attent�on, and w�ll take a very long t�me. For the
moment h�s phys�cal and mental depress�on �s such that the only
th�ng to do �s to let h�m sleep. To-morrow we shall know more.”

Then, hav�ng appl�ed a dress�ng to the wound, he turned to
Maur�ce, whom he had known �n bygone days, when he was a boy.

“And you, my good fellow, would be better off �n bed than s�tt�ng
there.”

The young man cont�nued to gaze before h�m �nto vacancy, as �f
he had not heard. In the confused halluc�nat�on that was due to h�s
fat�gue he developed a k�nd of del�r�um, a supersens�t�ve nervous
exc�tat�on that embraced all he had suffered �n m�nd and body s�nce
the beg�nn�ng of the campa�gn. The spectacle of h�s fr�end’s
wretched state, h�s own cond�t�on, scarce less p�t�ful, defeated, h�s
hands t�ed, good for noth�ng, the reflect�on that all those hero�c
efforts had culm�nated �n such d�saster, all comb�ned to �nc�te h�m to
frant�c rebell�on aga�nst dest�ny. At last he spoke.

“It �s not ended; no, no! we have not seen the end, and I must go
away. S�nce he must l�e there on h�s back for weeks, for months,
perhaps, I cannot stay; I must go, I must go at once. You w�ll ass�st
me, won’t you, doctor? you w�ll supply me w�th the means to escape
and get back to Par�s?”

Pale and trembl�ng, Henr�ette threw her arms about h�m and
caught h�m to her bosom.

“What words are those you speak? enfeebled as you are, after all
the suffer�ng you have endured! but th�nk not I shall let you go; you
shall stay here w�th me! Have you not pa�d the debt you owe your
country? and should you not th�nk of me, too, whom you would leave
to lonel�ness? of me, who have noth�ng now �n all the w�de world
save you?”



The�r tears flowed and were m�ngled. They held each other �n a
w�ld tumultuous embrace, w�th that fond affect�on wh�ch, �n tw�ns,
often seems as �f �t antedated ex�stence. But for all that h�s exaltat�on
d�d not subs�de, but assumed a h�gher p�tch.

“I tell you I must go. Should I not go I feel I should d�e of gr�ef and
shame. You can have no �dea how my blood bo�ls and seethes �n my
ve�ns at the thought of rema�n�ng here �n �dleness. I tell you that th�s
bus�ness �s not go�ng to end thus, that we must be avenged. On
whom, on what? Ah! that I cannot tell; but avenged we must and
shall be for such m�sfortune, �n order that we may yet have courage
to l�ve on!”

Doctor Dal�champ, who had been watch�ng the scene w�th �ntense
�nterest, caut�oned Henr�ette by s�gnal to make no reply. Maur�ce
would doubtless be more rat�onal after he should have slept; and
sleep he d�d, all that day and all the succeed�ng n�ght, for more than
twenty hours, and never st�rred hand or foot. When he awoke next
morn�ng, however, he was as �nflex�ble as ever �n h�s determ�nat�on
to go away. The fever had subs�ded; he was gloomy and restless, �n
haste to w�thdraw h�mself from �nfluences that he feared m�ght
weaken h�s patr�ot�c fervor. H�s s�ster, w�th many tears, made up her
m�nd that he must be allowed to have h�s way, and Doctor
Dal�champ, when he came to make h�s morn�ng v�s�t, prom�sed to do
what he could to fac�l�tate the young man’s escape by turn�ng over to
h�m the papers of a hosp�tal attendant who had d�ed recently at
Raucourt. It was arranged that Maur�ce should don the gray blouse
w�th the red cross of Geneva on �ts sleeve and pass through
Belg�um, thence to make h�s way as best he m�ght to Par�s, access
to wh�ch was as yet un�nterrupted.

He d�d not leave the house that day, keep�ng h�mself out of s�ght
and wa�t�ng for n�ght to come. He scarcely opened h�s mouth,
although he d�d make an attempt to enl�st the new farm-hand �n h�s
enterpr�se.

“Say, Prosper, don’t you feel as �f you would l�ke to go back and
have one more look at the Pruss�ans?”

The ex-chasseur d’Afr�que, who was eat�ng a cheese sandw�ch,
stopped and held h�s kn�fe suspended �n the a�r.



“It don’t str�ke me that �t �s worth wh�le, from what we were allowed
to see of them before. Why should you w�sh me to go back there,
when the only use our generals can f�nd for the cavalry �s to send �t
�n after the battle �s ended and let �t be cut to p�eces? No, fa�th, I’m
s�ck of the bus�ness, g�v�ng us such d�rty work as that to do!” There
was s�lence between them for a moment; then he went on, doubtless
to qu�et the reproaches of h�s consc�ence as a sold�er: “And then the
work �s too heavy here just now; the plow�ng �s just commenc�ng,
and then there’ll be the fall sow�ng to be looked after. We must th�nk
of the farm work, mustn’t we? for f�ght�ng �s well enough �n �ts way,
but what would become of us �f we should cease to t�ll the ground?
You see how �t �s; I can’t leave my work. Not that I am part�cularly �n
love w�th Father Fouchard, for I doubt very strongly �f I shall ever see
the color of h�s money, but the beast�es are beg�nn�ng to take to me,
and fa�th! when I was up there �n the Old F�eld th�s morn�ng, and
gave a look at that d——d Sedan ly�ng yonder �n the d�stance, you
can’t tell how good �t made me feel to be gu�d�ng my oxen and
dr�v�ng the plow through the furrow, all alone �n the br�ght sunsh�ne.”

As soon as �t was fa�rly dark, Doctor Dal�champ came dr�v�ng up �n
h�s old g�g. It was h�s �ntent�on to see Maur�ce to the front�er. Father
Fouchard, well pleased to be r�d of one of h�s guests at least,
stepped out upon the road to watch and make sure there were none
of the enemy’s patrols prowl�ng �n the ne�ghborhood, wh�le S�lv�ne
put a few st�tches �n the blouse of the defunct ambulance man, on
the sleeve of wh�ch the red cross of the corps was prom�nently
d�splayed. The doctor, before tak�ng h�s place �n the veh�cle,
exam�ned Jean’s leg anew, but could not as yet prom�se that he
would be able to save �t. The pat�ent was st�ll �n a profound lethargy,
recogn�z�ng no one, never open�ng h�s mouth to speak, and Maur�ce
was about to leave h�m w�thout the comfort of a farewell, when,
bend�ng over to g�ve h�m a last embrace, he saw h�m open h�s eyes
to the�r full extent; the l�ps parted, and �n a fa�nt vo�ce he sa�d:

“You are go�ng away?” And �n reply to the�r aston�shed looks: “Yes,
I heard what you sa�d, though I could not st�r. Take the rema�nder of
the money, then. Put your hand �n my trousers’ pocket and take �t.”



Each of them had rema�n�ng nearly two hundred francs of the sum
they had rece�ved from the corps paymaster.

But Maur�ce protested. “The money!” he excla�med. “Why, you
have more need of �t than I, who have the use of both my legs. Two
hundred francs w�ll be abundantly suff�c�ent to see me to Par�s, and
to get knocked �n the head afterward won’t cost me a penny. I thank
you, though, old fellow, all the same, and good-by and good-luck to
you; thanks, too, for hav�ng always been so good and thoughtful, for,
had �t not been for you, I should certa�nly be ly�ng now at the bottom
of some d�tch, l�ke a dead dog.”

Jean made a deprecat�ng gesture. “Hush. You owe me noth�ng;
we are qu�ts. Would not the Pruss�ans have gathered me �n out there
the other day had you not p�cked me up and carr�ed me off on your
back? and yesterday aga�n you saved me from the�r clutches. Tw�ce
have I been beholden to you for my l�fe, and now I am �n your debt.
Ah, how unhappy I shall be when I am no longer w�th you!” H�s vo�ce
trembled and tears rose to h�s eyes. “K�ss me, dear boy!”

They embraced, and, as �t had been �n the wood the day before,
that k�ss set the seal to the brotherhood of dangers braved �n each
other’s company, those few weeks of sold�er’s l�fe �n common that
had served to b�nd the�r hearts together w�th closer t�es than years of
ord�nary fr�endsh�p could have done. Days of fam�ne, sleepless
n�ghts, the fat�gue of the weary march, death ever present to the�r
eyes, these th�ngs made the foundat�on on wh�ch the�r affect�on
rested. When two hearts have thus by mutual g�ft bestowed
themselves the one upon the other and become fused and molten
�nto one, �s �t poss�ble ever to sever the connect�on? But the k�ss
they had exchanged the day before, among the darkl�ng shadows of
the forest, was replete w�th the joy of the�r new-found safety and the
hope that the�r escape awakened �n the�r bosom, wh�le th�s was the
k�ss of part�ng, full of angu�sh and doubt unutterable. Would they
meet aga�n some day? and how, under what c�rcumstances of
sorrow or of gladness?

Doctor Dal�champ had clambered �nto h�s g�g and was call�ng to
Maur�ce. The young man threw all h�s heart and soul �nto the
embrace he gave h�s s�ster Henr�ette, who, pale as death �n her



black mourn�ng garments, looked on h�s face �n s�lence through her
tears.

“He whom I leave to your care �s my brother. Watch over h�m, love
h�m as I love h�m!”



IV.

Jean’s chamber was a large room, w�th floor of br�ck and
wh�tewashed walls, that had once done duty as a store-room for the
fru�t grown on the farm. A fa�nt, pleasant odor of pears and apples
l�ngered there st�ll, and for furn�ture there was an �ron bedstead, a
p�ne table and two cha�rs, to say noth�ng of a huge old walnut
clothes-press, tremendously deep and w�de, that looked as �f �t m�ght
hold an army. A lazy, restful qu�et re�gned there all day long, broken
only by the deadened sounds that came from the adjacent stables,
the fa�nt low�ng of the cattle, the occas�onal thud of a hoof upon the
earthen floor. The w�ndow, wh�ch had a southern aspect, let �n a
flood of cheerful sunl�ght; all the v�ew �t afforded was a b�t of h�lls�de
and a wheat f�eld, edged by a l�ttle wood. And th�s myster�ous
chamber was so well h�dden from pry�ng eyes that never a one �n all
the world would have suspected �ts ex�stence.

As �t was to be her k�ngdom, Henr�ette const�tuted herself
lawmaker from the beg�nn�ng. The regulat�on was that no one save
she and the doctor should have access to Jean; th�s �n order to avert
susp�c�on. S�lv�ne, even, was never to set foot �n the room unless by
d�rect�on. Early each morn�ng the two women came �n and put th�ngs
to r�ghts, and after that, all the long day, the door was as
�mpenetrable as �f �t had been a wall of stone. And thus �t was that
Jean found h�mself suddenly secluded from the world, after many
weeks of tumultuous act�v�ty, see�ng no face save that of the gentle
woman whose footfall on the floor gave back no sound. She
appeared to h�m, as he had beheld her for the f�rst t�me down yonder
�n Sedan, l�ke an appar�t�on, w�th her somewhat large mouth, her
del�cate, small features, her ha�r the hue of r�pened gra�n, hover�ng



about h�s beds�de and m�n�ster�ng to h�s wants w�th an a�r of �nf�n�te
goodness.

The pat�ent’s fever was so v�olent dur�ng the f�rst few days that
Henr�ette scarce ever left h�m. Doctor Dal�champ dropped �n every
morn�ng on h�s way to the hosp�tal and exam�ned and dressed the
wound. As the ball had passed out, after break�ng the t�b�a, he was
surpr�sed that the case presented no better aspect; he feared there
was a spl�nter of the bone rema�n�ng there that he had not
succeeded �n f�nd�ng w�th the probe, and that m�ght make resect�on
necessary. He ment�oned the matter to Jean, but the young man
could not endure the thought of an operat�on that would leave h�m
w�th one leg shorter than the other and lame h�m permanently. No,
no! he would rather d�e than be a cr�pple for l�fe. So the good doctor,
leav�ng the wound to develop further symptoms, conf�ned h�mself for
the present to apply�ng a dress�ng of l�nt saturated w�th sweet o�l and
phen�c ac�d hav�ng f�rst �nserted a dra�n—an Ind�a rubber tube—to
carry off the pus. He frankly told h�s pat�ent, however, that unless he
subm�tted to an operat�on he must not hope to have the use of h�s
l�mb for a very long t�me. St�ll, after the second week, the fever
subs�ded and the young man’s general cond�t�on was �mproved, so
long as he could be content to rest qu�et �n h�s bed.

Then Jean’s and Henr�ette’s relat�ons began to be establ�shed on
a more systemat�c bas�s. F�xed hab�ts commenced to preva�l; �t
seemed to them that they had never l�ved otherw�se—that they were
to go on l�v�ng forever �n that way. All the hours and moments that
she d�d not devote to the ambulance were spent w�th h�m; she saw
to �t that he had h�s food and dr�nk at proper �ntervals. She ass�sted
h�m to turn �n bed w�th a strength of wr�st that no one, see�ng her
slender arms, would have supposed was �n her. At t�mes they would
converse; but as a general th�ng, espec�ally �n the earl�er days, they
had not much to say. They never seemed to t�re of each other’s
company, though. On the whole �t was a very pleasant l�fe they led �n
that calm, restful atmosphere, he w�th the horr�ble scenes of the
battlef�eld st�ll fresh �n h�s memory, she �n her w�dow’s weeds, her
heart bru�sed and bleed�ng w�th the great loss she had susta�ned. At
f�rst he had exper�enced a sensat�on of embarrassment, for he felt
she was h�s super�or, almost a lady, �ndeed, wh�le he had never been



aught more than a common sold�er and a peasant. He could barely
read and wr�te. When f�nally he came to see that she affected no a�rs
of super�or�ty, but treated h�m on the foot�ng of an equal, h�s
conf�dence returned to h�m �n a measure and he showed h�mself �n
h�s true colors, as a man of �ntell�gence by reason of h�s sound,
unpretent�ous common sense. Bes�des, he was surpr�sed at t�mes to
th�nk he could note a change was gradually com�ng over h�m; �t
seemed to h�m that h�s m�nd was less torp�d than �t had been, that �t
was clearer and more act�ve, that he had novel �deas �n h�s head,
and more of them; could �t be that the abom�nable l�fe he had been
lead�ng for the last two months, h�s horr�ble suffer�ngs, phys�cal and
moral, had exerted a ref�n�ng �nfluence on h�m? But that wh�ch
ass�sted h�m most to overcome h�s shyness was to f�nd that she was
really not so very much w�ser than he. She was but a l�ttle ch�ld
when, at her mother’s death, she became the household drudge,
w�th her three men to care for, as she herself expressed �t—her
grandfather, her father, and her brother—and she had not had the
t�me to lay �n a large stock of learn�ng. She could read and wr�te,
could spell words that were not too long, and “do sums,” �f they were
not too �ntr�cate; and that was the extent of her acqu�rement. And �f
she cont�nued to �nt�m�date h�m st�ll, �f he cons�dered her far and
away the super�or of all other women upon earth, �t was because he
knew the �neffable tenderness, the goodness of heart, the unfl�nch�ng
courage, that an�mated that fra�l l�ttle body, who went about her
dut�es s�lently and met them as �f they had been pleasures.

They had �n Maur�ce a subject of conversat�on that was of
common �nterest to them both and of wh�ch they never wear�ed. It
was to Maur�ce’s fr�end, h�s brother, to whom she was devot�ng
herself thus tenderly, the brave, k�nd man, so ready w�th h�s a�d �n
t�me of trouble, who she felt had made her so many t�mes h�s debtor.
She was full to overflow�ng w�th a sent�ment of deepest grat�tude and
affect�on, that went on w�den�ng and deepen�ng as she came to
know h�m better and recogn�ze h�s sterl�ng qual�t�es of head and
heart, and he, whom she was tend�ng l�ke a l�ttle ch�ld, was actuated
by such grateful sent�ments that he would have l�ked to k�ss her
hands each t�me she gave h�m a cup of bou�llon. Day by day d�d th�s
bond of tender sympathy draw them nearer to each other �n that



profound sol�tude am�d wh�ch they l�ved, harassed by an anx�ety that
they shared �n common. When he had utterly exhausted h�s
recollect�ons of the d�smal march from Rhe�ms to Sedan, to the
part�culars of wh�ch she never seemed to t�re of l�sten�ng, the same
quest�on always rose to the�r l�ps: what was Maur�ce do�ng then?
why d�d he not wr�te? Could �t be that the blockade of Par�s was
already complete, and was that the reason why they rece�ved no
news? They had as yet had but one letter from h�m, wr�tten at
Rouen, three days after h�s leav�ng them, �n wh�ch he br�efly stated
that he had reached that c�ty on h�s way to Par�s, after a long and
dev�ous journey. And then for a week there had been no further
word; the s�lence had rema�ned unbroken.

In the morn�ng, after Doctor Dal�champ had attended to h�s pat�ent,
he l�ked to s�t a wh�le and chat, putt�ng h�s cares as�de for the
moment. Somet�mes he also returned at even�ng and made a longer
v�s�t, and �t was �n th�s way that they learned what was go�ng on �n
the great world outs�de the�r peaceful sol�tude and the terr�ble
calam�t�es that were desolat�ng the�r country. He was the�r only
source of �ntell�gence; h�s heart, wh�ch beat w�th patr�ot�c ardor,
overflowed w�th rage and gr�ef at every fresh defeat, and thus �t was
that h�s sole top�c of conversat�on was the v�ctor�ous progress of the
Pruss�ans, who, s�nce Sedan, had spread themselves over France
l�ke the waves of some black ocean. Each day brought �ts own
t�d�ngs of d�saster, and rest�ng d�sconsolately on one of the two
cha�rs that stood by the beds�de, he would tell �n mournful tones and
w�th trembl�ng gestures of the �ncreas�ng grav�ty of the s�tuat�on.
Oftent�mes he came w�th h�s pockets stuffed w�th Belg�an
newspapers, wh�ch he would leave beh�nd h�m when he went away.
And thus the echoes of defeat, days, weeks, after the event,
reverberated �n that qu�et room, serv�ng to un�te yet more closely �n
commun�ty of sorrow the two poor sufferers who were shut w�th�n �ts
walls.

It was from some of those old newspapers that Henr�ette read to
Jean the occurrences at Metz, the T�tan�c struggle that was three
t�mes renewed, separated on each occas�on by a day’s �nterval. The
story was already f�ve weeks old, but �t was new to h�m, and he
l�stened w�th a bleed�ng heart to the repet�t�on of the m�serable



narrat�ve of defeat to wh�ch he was not a stranger. In the deathly
st�llness of the room the �nc�dents of the woeful tale unfolded
themselves as Henr�ette, w�th the s�ng-song enunc�at�on of a
schoolg�rl, p�cked out her words and sentences. When, after
Froeschw�ller and Sp�ckeren, the 1st corps, routed and broken �nto
fragments, had swept away w�th �t the 5th, the other corps stat�oned
along the front�er en échelon from Metz to B�tche, f�rst waver�ng, then
retreat�ng �n the�r consternat�on at those reverses, had ult�mately
concentrated before the �ntrenched camp on the r�ght bank of the
Moselle. But what waste of prec�ous t�me was there, when they
should not have lost a moment �n retreat�ng on Par�s, a movement
that was presently to be attended w�th such d�ff�culty! The Emperor
had been compelled to turn over the supreme command to Marshal
Baza�ne, to whom everyone looked w�th conf�dence for a v�ctory.
Then, on the 14th[3] came the affa�r of Borny, when the army was
attacked at the moment when �t was at last about to cross the
stream, hav�ng to susta�n the onset of two German arm�es:
Ste�nmetz’s, wh�ch was encamped �n observat�on �n front of the
�ntrenched camp, and Pr�nce Freder�ck Charles’s, wh�ch had passed
the r�ver h�gher up and come down along the left bank �n order to bar
the French from access to the�r country; Borny, where the f�r�ng d�d
not beg�n unt�l �t was three o’clock; Borny, that barren v�ctory, at the
end of wh�ch the French rema�ned masters of the�r pos�t�ons, but
wh�ch left them astr�de the Moselle, t�ed hand and foot, wh�le the
turn�ng movement of the second German army was be�ng
successfully accompl�shed. After that, on the 16th, was the battle of
Rezonv�lle; all our corps were at last across the stream, although,
ow�ng to the confus�on that preva�led at the junct�on of the Mars-la-
Tour and Eta�n roads, wh�ch the Pruss�ans had ga�ned possess�on of
early �n the morn�ng by a br�ll�ant movement of the�r cavalry and
art�llery, the 3d and 4th corps were h�ndered �n the�r march and
unable to get up; a slow, dragg�ng, confused battle, wh�ch, up to two
o’clock, Baza�ne, w�th only a handful of men opposed to h�m, should
have won, but wh�ch he wound up by los�ng, thanks to h�s
�nexpl�cable fear of be�ng cut off from Metz; a battle of �mmense
extent, spread�ng over leagues of h�ll and pla�n, where the French,
attacked �n front and flank, seemed w�ll�ng to do almost anyth�ng



except advance, afford�ng the enemy t�me to concentrate and to all
appearances co-operat�ng w�th them to ensure the success of the
Pruss�an plan, wh�ch was to force the�r w�thdrawal to the other s�de
of the r�ver. And on the 18th, after the�r ret�rement to the �ntrenched
camp, Sa�nt-Pr�vat was fought, the culm�nat�on of the g�gant�c
struggle, where the l�ne of battle extended more than e�ght m�les �n
length, two hundred thousand Germans w�th seven hundred guns
arrayed aga�nst a hundred and twenty thousand French w�th but f�ve
hundred guns, the Germans fac�ng toward Germany, the French
toward France, as �f �nvaders and �nvaded had �nverted the�r roles �n
the s�ngular tact�cal movements that had been go�ng on; after two
o’clock the confl�ct was most sangu�nary, the Pruss�an Guard be�ng
repulsed w�th tremendous slaughter and Baza�ne, w�th a left w�ng
that w�thstood the onsets of the enemy l�ke a wall of adamant, for a
long t�me v�ctor�ous, up to the moment, at the approach of even�ng,
when the weaker r�ght w�ng was compelled by the terr�f�c losses �t
had susta�ned to abandon Sa�nt-Pr�vat, �nvolv�ng �n �ts rout the
rema�nder of the army, wh�ch, defeated and dr�ven back under the
walls of Metz, was thenceforth to be �mpr�soned �n a c�rcle of flame
and �ron.

[3] August.—TR.

As Henr�ette pursued her read�ng Jean momentar�ly �nterrupted
her to say:

“Ah, well! and to th�nk that we fellows, after leav�ng Rhe�ms, were
look�ng for Baza�ne! They were always tell�ng us he was com�ng;
now I can see why he never came!”

The marshal’s despatch, dated the 19th, after the battle of Sa�nt-
Pr�vat, �n wh�ch he spoke of resum�ng h�s retrograde movement by
way of Montmedy, that despatch wh�ch had for �ts effect the advance
of the army of Châlons, would seem to have been noth�ng more than
the report of a defeated general, des�rous to present matters under
the�r most favorable aspect, and �t was not unt�l a cons�derably later
per�od, the 29th, when the t�d�ngs of the approach of th�s rel�ev�ng
army had reached h�m through the Pruss�an l�nes, that he attempted
a f�nal effort, on the r�ght bank th�s t�me, at No�sev�lle, but �n such a



feeble, half-hearted way that on the 1st of September, the day when
the army of Châlons was ann�h�lated at Sedan, the army of Metz fell
back to advance no more, and became as �f dead to France. The
marshal, whose conduct up to that t�me may fa�rly be character�zed
as that of a leader of only moderate ab�l�ty, neglect�ng h�s
opportun�t�es and fa�l�ng to move when the roads were open to h�m,
after that blockaded by forces greatly super�or to h�s own, was now
about to be seduced by allur�ng v�s�ons of pol�t�cal greatness and
become a consp�rator and a tra�tor.

But �n the papers that Doctor Dal�champ brought them Baza�ne
was st�ll the great man and the gallant sold�er, to whom France
looked for her salvat�on.

And Jean wanted certa�n passages read to h�m aga�n, �n order that
he m�ght more clearly understand how �t was that wh�le the th�rd
German army, under the Crown Pr�nce of Pruss�a, had been lead�ng
them such a dance, and the f�rst and second were bes�eg�ng Metz,
the latter were so strong �n men and guns that �t had been poss�ble
to form from them a fourth army, wh�ch, under the Crown Pr�nce of
Saxony, had done so much to dec�de the fortune of the day at
Sedan. Then, hav�ng obta�ned the �nformat�on he des�red, rest�ng on
that bed of suffer�ng to wh�ch h�s wound condemned h�m, he forced
h�mself to hope �n sp�te of all.

“That’s how �t �s, you see; we were not so strong as they! No one
can ever get at the r�ghts of such matters wh�le the f�ght�ng �s go�ng
on. Never m�nd, though; you have read the f�gures as the
newspapers g�ve them: Baza�ne has a hundred and f�fty thousand
men w�th h�m, he has three hundred thousand small arms and more
than f�ve hundred p�eces of art�llery; take my word for �t, he �s not
go�ng to let h�mself be caught �n such a scrape as we were. The
fellows all say he �s a tough man to deal w�th; depend on �t he’s f�x�ng
up a nasty dose for the enemy, and he’ll make ’em swallow �t.”

Henr�ette nodded her head and appeared to agree w�th h�m, �n
order to keep h�m �n a cheerful frame of m�nd. She could not follow
those compl�cated operat�ons of the arm�es, but had a present�ment
of com�ng, �nev�table ev�l. Her vo�ce was fresh and clear; she could
have gone on read�ng thus for hours; only too glad to have �t �n her



power to rel�eve the ted�um of h�s long day, though at t�mes, when
she came to some narrat�ve of slaughter, her eyes would f�ll w�th
tears that made the words upon the pr�nted page a blur. She was
doubtless th�nk�ng of her husband’s fate, how he had been shot
down at the foot of the wall and h�s body desecrated by the touch of
the Bavar�an off�cer’s boot.

“If �t g�ves you such pa�n,” Jean sa�d �n surpr�se, “you need not
read the battles; sk�p them.”

But, gentle and self-sacr�f�c�ng as ever, she recovered herself
�mmed�ately.

“No, no; don’t m�nd my weakness; I assure you �t �s a pleasure to
me.”

One even�ng early �n October, when the w�nd was blow�ng a small
hurr�cane outs�de, she came �n from the ambulance and entered the
room w�th an exc�ted a�r, say�ng:

“A letter from Maur�ce! the doctor just gave �t me.”
W�th each succeed�ng morn�ng the twa�n had been becom�ng

more and more alarmed that the young man sent them no word, and
now that for a whole week �t had been rumored everywhere that the
�nvestment of Par�s was complete, they were more d�sturbed �n m�nd
than ever, despa�r�ng of rece�v�ng t�d�ngs, ask�ng themselves what
could have happened h�m after he left Rouen. And now the reason of
the long s�lence was made clear to them: the letter that he had
addressed from Par�s to Doctor Dal�champ on the 18th, the very day
that ended ra�lway commun�cat�on w�th Havre, had gone astray and
had only reached them at last by a m�racle, after a long and
c�rcu�tous journey.

“Ah, the dear boy!” sa�d Jean, rad�ant w�th del�ght. “Read �t to me,
qu�ck!”

The w�nd was howl�ng and shr�ek�ng more d�smally than ever, the
w�ndow of the apartment stra�ned and rattled as �f someone were
try�ng to force an entrance. Henr�ette went and got the l�ttle lamp,
and plac�ng �t on the table bes�de the bed appl�ed herself to the
read�ng of the m�ss�ve, so close to Jean that the�r faces almost



touched. There was a sensat�on of warmth and comfort �n the
peaceful room am�d the roar�ng of the storm that raged w�thout.

It was a long letter of e�ght closely f�lled pages, �n wh�ch Maur�ce
f�rst told how, soon after h�s arr�val on the 16th, he had had the good
fortune to get �nto a l�ne reg�ment that was be�ng recru�ted up to �ts
full strength. Then, revert�ng to facts of h�story, he descr�bed �n br�ef
but v�gorous terms the pr�nc�pal events of that month of terror: how
Par�s, recover�ng her san�ty �n a measure after the madness �nto
wh�ch the d�sasters of W�ssembourg and Froeschw�ller had dr�ven
her, had comforted herself w�th hopes of future v�ctor�es, had
cheered herself w�th fresh �llus�ons, such as ly�ng stor�es of the
army’s successes, the appo�ntment of Baza�ne to the ch�ef
command, the levée en masse, bogus d�spatches, wh�ch the
m�n�sters themselves read from the tr�bune, tell�ng of hecatombs of
slaughtered Pruss�ans. And then he went on to tell how, on the 3d of
September, the thunderbolt had a second t�me burst over the
unhappy cap�tal: all hope gone, the m�s�nformed, abused, conf�d�ng
c�ty dazed by that crush�ng blow of dest�ny, the cr�es: “Down w�th the
Emp�re!” that resounded at n�ght upon the boulevards, the br�ef and
gloomy sess�on of the Chamber at wh�ch Jules Favre read the draft
of the b�ll that conceded the popular demand. Then on the next day,
the ever-memorable 4th of September, was the upheaval of all
th�ngs, the second Emp�re swept from ex�stence �n atonement for �ts
m�stakes and cr�mes, the ent�re populat�on of the cap�tal �n the
streets, a torrent of human�ty a half a m�ll�on strong f�ll�ng the Place
de la Concorde and stream�ng onward �n the br�ght sunsh�ne of that
beaut�ful Sabbath day to the great gates of the Corps Lég�slat�f,
feebly guarded by a handful of troops, who up-ended the�r muskets
�n the a�r �n token of sympathy w�th the populace—smash�ng �n the
doors, swarm�ng �nto the assembly chambers, whence Jules Favre,
Gambetta and other deput�es of the Left were even then on the po�nt
of depart�ng to procla�m the Republ�c at the Hôtel de V�lle; wh�le on
the Place Sa�nt-Germa�n-l’Auxerro�s a l�ttle w�cket of the Louvre
opened t�m�dly and gave ex�t to the Empress-regent, att�red �n black
garments and accompan�ed by a s�ngle female fr�end, both the
women trembl�ng w�th affr�ght and str�v�ng to conceal themselves �n
the depths of the publ�c cab, wh�ch went jolt�ng w�th �ts scared



�nmates from the Tu�ler�es, through whose apartments the mob was
at that moment stream�ng. On the same day Napoleon III. left the �nn
at Bou�llon, where he had passed h�s f�rst n�ght of ex�le, bend�ng h�s
way toward W�lhelmshohe.

Here Jean, a thoughtful express�on on h�s face, �nterrupted
Henr�ette.

“Then we have a republ�c now? So much the better, �f �t �s go�ng to
help us wh�p the Pruss�ans!”

But he shook h�s head; he had always been taught to look
d�strustfully on republ�cs when he was a peasant. And then, too, �t
d�d not seem to h�m a good th�ng that they should be of d�ffer�ng
m�nds when the enemy was front�ng them. After all, though, �t was
man�fest there had to be a change of some k�nd, s�nce everyone
knew the Emp�re was rotten to the core and the people would have
no more of �t.

Henr�ette f�n�shed the letter, wh�ch concluded w�th a ment�on of the
approach of the German arm�es. On the 13th, the day when a
comm�ttee of the Government of Nat�onal Defense had establ�shed
�ts quarters at Tours, the�r advanced guards had been seen at Lagny,
to the east of Par�s. On the 14th and 15th they were at the very
gates of the c�ty, at Crete�l and Jo�nv�lle-le-Pont. On the 18th,
however, the day when Maur�ce wrote, he seemed to have ceased to
bel�eve �n the poss�b�l�ty of ma�nta�n�ng a str�ct blockade of Par�s; he
appeared to be under the �nfluence of one of h�s hot f�ts of bl�nd
conf�dence, character�s�ng the s�ege as a senseless and �mpudent
enterpr�se that would come to an �gnom�n�ous end before they were
three weeks older, rely�ng on the arm�es that the prov�nces would
surely send to the�r rel�ef, to say noth�ng of the army of Metz, that
was already advanc�ng by way of Verdun and Rhe�ms. And the l�nks
of the �ron cha�n that the�r enem�es had forged for them had been
r�veted together; �t encompassed Par�s, and now Par�s was a c�ty
shut off from all the world, whence no letter, no word of t�d�ngs longer
came, the huge pr�son-house of two m�ll�ons of l�v�ng be�ngs, who
were to the�r ne�ghbors as �f they were not.

Henr�ette was oppressed by a sense of melancholy. “Ah, merc�ful
heaven!” she murmured, “how long w�ll all th�s last, and shall we ever



see h�m more!”
A more fur�ous blast bent the sturdy trees out-doors and made the

t�mbers of the old farmhouse creak and groan. Th�nk of the
suffer�ngs the poor fellows would have to endure should the w�nter
be severe, f�ght�ng �n the snow, w�thout bread, w�thout f�re!

“Bah!” rejo�ned Jean, “that’s a very n�ce letter of h�s, and �t’s a
comfort to have heard from h�m. We must not despa�r.”

Thus, day by day, the month of October ran �ts course, w�th gray
melancholy sk�es, and �f ever the w�nd went down for a short space �t
was only to br�ng the clouds back �n darker, heav�er masses. Jean’s
wound was heal�ng very slowly; the outflow from the dra�n was not
the “laudable pus” wh�ch would have perm�tted the doctor to remove
the appl�ance, and the pat�ent was �n a very enfeebled state,
refus�ng, however, to be operated on �n h�s dread of be�ng left a
cr�pple. An atmosphere of expectant res�gnat�on, d�sturbed at t�mes
by trans�ent m�sg�v�ngs for wh�ch there was no apparent cause,
pervaded the slumberous l�ttle chamber, to wh�ch the t�d�ngs from
abroad came �n vague, �ndeterm�nate shape, l�ke the d�storted
v�s�ons of an ev�l dream. The hateful war, w�th �ts butcher�es and
d�sasters, was st�ll rag�ng out there �n the world, �n some quarter
unknown to them, w�thout the�r ever be�ng able to learn the real
course of events, w�thout the�r be�ng consc�ous of aught save the
wa�ls and groans that seemed to f�ll the a�r from the�r mangled,
bleed�ng country. And the dead leaves rustled �n the paths as the
w�nd swept them before �t beneath the gloomy sky, and over the
naked f�elds brooded a funereal s�lence, broken only by the caw�ng
of the crows, presage of a b�tter w�nter.

A pr�nc�pal subject of conversat�on between them at th�s t�me was
the hosp�tal, wh�ch Henr�ette never left except to come and cheer
Jean w�th her company. When she came �n at even�ng he would
quest�on her, mak�ng the acqua�ntance of each of her charges,
des�rous to know who would d�e and who recover; wh�le she, whose
heart and soul were �n her occupat�on, never wear�ed, but related the
occurrences of the day �n the�r m�nutest deta�ls.

“Ah,” she would always say, “the poor boys, the poor boys!”



It was not the ambulance of the battlef�eld, where the blood from
the wounded came �n a fresh, br�ght stream, where the flesh the
surgeon’s kn�fe cut �nto was f�rm and healthy; �t was the decay and
rottenness of the hosp�tal, where the odor of fever and gangrene
hung �n the a�r, damp w�th the exhalat�ons of the l�nger�ng
convalescents and those who were dy�ng by �nches. Doctor
Dal�champ had had the greatest d�ff�culty �n procur�ng the necessary
beds, sheets and p�llows, and every day he had to accompl�sh
m�racles to keep h�s pat�ents al�ve, to obta�n for them bread, meat
and des�ccated vegetables, to say noth�ng of bandages, compresses
and other appl�ances. As the Pruss�an off�cers �n charge of the
m�l�tary hosp�tal �n Sedan had refused h�m everyth�ng, even
chloroform, he was accustomed to send to Belg�um for what he
requ�red. And yet he had made no d�scr�m�nat�on between French
and Germans; he was even then car�ng for a dozen Bavar�an
sold�ers who had been brought �n there from Baze�lles. Those b�tter
adversar�es who but a short t�me before had been try�ng to cut each
other’s throat now lay s�de by s�de, the�r pass�ons calmed by
suffer�ng. And what abodes of d�stress and m�sery they were, those
two long rooms �n the old schoolhouse of Rem�lly, where, �n the
crude l�ght that streamed through the tall w�ndows, some th�rty beds
�n each were arranged on e�ther s�de of a narrow passage.

As late even as ten days after the battle wounded men had been
d�scovered �n obscure corners, where they had been overlooked,
and brought �n for treatment. There were four who had crawled �nto a
vacant house at Balan and rema�ned there, w�thout attendance, kept
from starv�ng �n some way, no one could tell how, probably by the
char�ty of some k�nd-hearted ne�ghbor, and the�r wounds were al�ve
w�th maggots; they were as dead men, the�r system po�soned by the
corrupt�on that exuded from the�r wounds. There was a purulency,
that noth�ng could check or overcome, that hovered over the rows of
beds and empt�ed them. As soon as the door was passed one’s
nostr�ls were assa�led by the odor of mort�fy�ng flesh. From dra�ns
�nserted �n fester�ng sores fet�d matter tr�ckled, drop by drop.
Oftent�mes �t became necessary to reopen old wounds �n order to
extract a fragment of bone that had been overlooked. Then
abscesses would form, to break out after an �nterval �n some remote



port�on of the body. The�r strength all gone, reduced to skeletons,
w�th ashen, clayey faces, the m�serable wretches suffered the
torments of the damned. Some, so weakened they could scarcely
draw the�r breath, lay all day long upon the�r back, w�th t�ght shut,
darkened eyes, l�ke corpses �n wh�ch decompos�t�on had already set
�n; wh�le others, den�ed the boon of sleep, toss�ng �n restless
wakefulness, drenched w�th the cold sweat that streamed from every
pore, raved l�ke lunat�cs, as �f the�r suffer�ng had made them mad.
And whether they were calm or v�olent, �t mattered not; when the
contag�on of the fever reached them, then was the end at hand, the
po�son do�ng �ts work, fly�ng from bed to bed, sweep�ng them all
away �n one mass of corrupt�on.

But worst of all was the condemned cell, the room to wh�ch were
ass�gned those who were attacked by dysentery, typhus or small-
pox. There were many cases of black small-pox. The pat�ents
wr�thed and shr�eked �n unceas�ng del�r�um, or sat erect �n bed w�th
the look of specters. Others had pneumon�a and were wast�ng
beneath the stress of the�r fr�ghtful cough. There were others aga�n
who ma�nta�ned a cont�nuous howl�ng and were comforted only when
the�r burn�ng, throbb�ng wound was sprayed w�th cold water. The
great hour of the day, the one that was looked forward to w�th eager
expectancy, was that of the doctor’s morn�ng v�s�t, when the beds
were opened and a�red and an opportun�ty was afforded the�r
occupants to stretch the�r l�mbs, cramped by rema�n�ng long �n one
pos�t�on. And �t was the hour of dread and terror as well, for not a
day passed that, as the doctor went h�s rounds, he was not pa�ned to
see on some poor dev�l’s sk�n the blu�sh spots that denoted the
presence of gangrene. The operat�on would be appo�nted for the
follow�ng day, when a few more �nches of the leg or arm would be
sl�ced away. Often the gangrene kept mount�ng h�gher and h�gher,
and amputat�on had to be repeated unt�l the ent�re l�mb was gone.

Every even�ng on her return Henr�ette answered Jean’s quest�ons
�n the same tone of compass�on:

“Ah, the poor boys, the poor boys!”
And her part�culars never var�ed; they were the story of the da�ly

recurr�ng torments of that earthly hell. There had been an amputat�on



at the shoulder-jo�nt, a foot had been taken off, a humerus resected;
but would gangrene or purulent contag�on be clement and spare the
pat�ent? Or else they had been bury�ng some one of the�r �nmates,
most frequently a Frenchman, now and then a German. Scarcely a
day passed but a coarse coff�n, hast�ly knocked together from four
p�ne boards, left the hosp�tal at the tw�l�ght hour, accompan�ed by a
s�ngle one of the attendants, often by the young woman herself, that
a fellow-creature m�ght not be la�d away �n h�s grave l�ke a dog. In
the l�ttle cemetery at Rem�lly two trenches had been dug, and there
they slumbered, s�de by s�de, French to the r�ght, Germans to the
left, the�r enm�ty forgotten �n the�r narrow bed.

Jean, w�thout ever hav�ng seen them, had come to feel an �nterest
�n certa�n among the pat�ents. He would ask for t�d�ngs of them.

“And ‘Poor boy,’ how �s he gett�ng on to-day?”
Th�s was a l�ttle sold�er, a pr�vate �n the 5th of the l�ne, not yet

twenty years old, who had doubtless enl�sted as a volunteer. The by-
name: “Poor boy” had been g�ven h�m and had stuck because he
always used the words �n speak�ng of h�mself, and when one day he
was asked the reason he repl�ed that that was the name by wh�ch h�s
mother had always called h�m. Poor boy he was, �n truth, for he was
dy�ng of pleur�sy brought on by a wound �n h�s left s�de.

“Ah, poor fellow,” repl�ed Henr�ette, who had conce�ved a spec�al
fondness for th�s one of her charges, “he �s no better; he coughed all
the afternoon. It pa�ned my heart to hear h�m.”

“And your bear, Gutman, how about h�m?” pursued Jean, w�th a
fa�nt sm�le. “Is the doctor’s report more favorable?”

“Yes, he th�nks he may be able to save h�s l�fe. But the poor man
suffers dreadfully.”

Although they both felt the deepest compass�on for h�m, they
never spoke of Gutman but a sm�le of gentle amusement came to
the�r l�ps. Almost �mmed�ately upon enter�ng on her dut�es at the
hosp�tal the young woman had been shocked to recogn�ze �n that
Bavar�an sold�er the features: b�g blue eyes, red ha�r and beard and
mass�ve nose, of the man who had carr�ed her away �n h�s arms the
day they shot her husband at Baze�lles. He recogn�zed her as well,
but could not speak; a musket ball, enter�ng at the back of the neck,



had carr�ed away half h�s tongue. For two days she reco�led w�th
horror, an �nvoluntary shudder passed through her frame, each t�me
she had to approach h�s bed, but presently her heart began to melt
under the �mplor�ng, very gentle looks w�th wh�ch he followed her
movements �n the room. Was he not the blood-splashed monster,
w�th eyes ablaze w�th fur�ous rage, whose memory was ever present
to her m�nd? It cost her an effort to recogn�ze h�m now �n that
subm�ss�ve, uncompla�n�ng creature, who bore h�s terr�ble suffer�ng
w�th such cheerful res�gnat�on. The nature of h�s affl�ct�on, wh�ch �s
not of frequent occurrence, enl�sted for h�m the sympath�es of the
ent�re hosp�tal. It was not even certa�n that h�s name was Gutman;
he was called so because the only sound he succeeded �n
art�culat�ng was a word of two syllables that resembled that more
than �t d�d anyth�ng else. As regarded all other part�culars concern�ng
h�m everyone was �n the dark; �t was generally bel�eved, however,
that he was marr�ed and had ch�ldren. He seemed to understand a
few words of French, for he would answer quest�ons that were put to
h�m w�th an emphat�c mot�on of the head: “Marr�ed?” yes, yes!
“Ch�ldren?” yes, yes! The �nterest and exc�tement he d�splayed one
day that he saw some flour �nduced them to bel�eve he m�ght have
been a m�ller. And that was all. Where was the m�ll, whose wheel
had ceased to turn? In what d�stant Bavar�an v�llage were the w�fe
and ch�ldren now weep�ng the�r lost husband and father? Was he to
d�e, nameless, unknown, �n that fore�gn country, and leave h�s dear
ones forever �gnorant of h�s fate?

“To-day,” Henr�ette told Jean one even�ng, “Gutman k�ssed h�s
hand to me. I cannot g�ve h�m a dr�nk of water, or render h�m any
other tr�fl�ng serv�ce, but he man�fests h�s grat�tude by the most
extravagant demonstrat�ons. Don’t sm�le; �t �s too terr�ble to be bur�ed
thus al�ve before one’s t�me has come.”

Toward the end of October Jean’s cond�t�on began to �mprove. The
doctor thought he m�ght venture to remove the dra�n, although he st�ll
looked apprehens�ve whenever he exam�ned the wound, wh�ch,
nevertheless appeared to be heal�ng as rap�dly as could be
expected. The convalescent was able to leave h�s bed, and spent
hours at a t�me pac�ng h�s room or seated at the w�ndow, look�ng out
on the cheerless, leaden sky. Then t�me began to hang heavy on h�s



hands; he spoke of f�nd�ng someth�ng to do, asked �f he could not be
of serv�ce on the farm. Among the secret cares that d�sturbed h�s
m�nd was the quest�on of money, for he d�d not suppose he could
have la�n there for s�x long weeks and not exhaust h�s l�ttle fortune of
two hundred francs, and �f Father Fouchard cont�nued to afford h�m
hosp�tal�ty �t must be that Henr�ette had been pay�ng h�s board. The
thought d�stressed h�m greatly; he d�d not know how to br�ng about
an explanat�on w�th her, and �t was w�th a feel�ng of deep sat�sfact�on
that he accepted the pos�t�on of ass�stant at the farm, w�th the
understand�ng that he was to help S�lv�ne w�th the housework, wh�le
Prosper was to be cont�nued �n charge of the out-door labors.

Notw�thstand�ng the hardness of the t�mes Father Fouchard could
well afford to take on another hand, for h�s affa�rs were prosper�ng.
Wh�le the whole country was �n the throes of d�ssolut�on and
bleed�ng at every l�mb, he had succeeded �n so extend�ng h�s
butcher�ng bus�ness that he was now slaughter�ng three and even
four t�mes as many an�mals as he had ever done before. It was sa�d
that s�nce the 31st of August he had been carry�ng on a most
lucrat�ve bus�ness w�th the Pruss�ans. He who on the 30th had stood
at h�s door w�th h�s cocked gun �n h�s hand and refused to sell a crust
of bread to the starv�ng sold�ers of the 7th corps had on the follow�ng
day, upon the f�rst appearance of the enemy, opened up as dealer �n
all k�nds of suppl�es, had d�s�nterred from h�s cellar �mmense stocks
of prov�s�ons, had brought back h�s flocks and herds from the
fastnesses where he had concealed them; and s�nce that day he had
been one of the heav�est purveyors of meat to the German arm�es,
exh�b�t�ng consummate address �n barga�n�ng w�th them and �n
gett�ng h�s money promptly for h�s merchand�se. Other dealers at
t�mes suffered great �nconven�ence from the �nsolent arb�trar�ness of
the v�ctors, whereas he never sold them a sack of flour, a cask of
w�ne or a quarter of beef that he d�d not get h�s pay for �t as soon as
del�vered �n good hard cash. It made a good deal of talk �n Rem�lly;
people sa�d �t was scandalous on the part of a man whom the war
had depr�ved of h�s only son, whose grave he never v�s�ted, but left
to be cared for by S�lv�ne; but nevertheless they all looked up to h�m
w�th respect as a man who was mak�ng h�s fortune wh�le others,
even the shrewdest, were hav�ng a hard t�me of �t to keep body and



soul together. And he, w�th a sly leer out of h�s small red eyes, would
shrug h�s shoulders and growl �n h�s bull-headed way:

“Who talks of patr�ot�sm! I am more a patr�ot than any of them.
Would you call �t patr�ot�sm to f�ll those bloody Pruss�ans’ mouths
grat�s? What they get from me they have to pay for. Folks w�ll see
how �t �s some of these days!”

On the second day of h�s employment Jean rema�ned too long on
foot, and the doctor’s secret fears proved not to be unfounded; the
wound opened, the leg became greatly �nflamed and swollen, he
was compelled to take to h�s bed aga�n. Dal�champ suspected that
the m�sch�ef was due to a sp�cule of bone that the two consecut�ve
days of v�olent exerc�se had served to l�berate. He explored the
wound and was so fortunate as to f�nd the fragment, but there was a
shock attend�ng the operat�on, succeeded by a h�gh fever, wh�ch
exhausted all Jean’s strength. He had never �n h�s l�fe been reduced
to a cond�t�on of such deb�l�ty: h�s recovery prom�sed to be a work of
t�me, and fa�thful Henr�ette resumed her pos�t�on as nurse and
compan�on �n the l�ttle chamber, where w�nter w�th �cy breath now
began to make �ts presence felt. It was early November, already the
east w�nd had brought on �ts w�ngs a smart flurry of snow, and
between those four bare walls, on the uncarpeted floor where even
the tall, gaunt old clothes-press seemed to sh�ver w�th d�scomfort,
the cold was extreme. As there was no f�replace �n the room they
determ�ned to set up a stove, of wh�ch the purr�ng, dron�ng murmur
ass�sted to br�ghten the�r sol�tude a b�t.

The days wore on, monotonously, and that f�rst week of the
relapse was to Jean and Henr�ette the drear�est and saddest �n all
the�r long, unsought �nt�macy. Would the�r suffer�ng never end? were
they to hope for no surcease of m�sery, the danger always spr�ng�ng
up afresh? At every moment the�r thoughts sped away to Maur�ce,
from whom they had rece�ved no further word. They were told that
others were gett�ng letters, br�ef notes wr�tten on t�ssue paper and
brought �n by carr�er-p�geons. Doubtless the bullet of some hated
German had sla�n the messenger that, w�ng�ng �ts way through the
free a�r of heaven, was br�ng�ng them the�r m�ss�ve of joy and love.
Everyth�ng seemed to ret�re �nto d�m obscur�ty, to d�e and be



swallowed up �n the depths of the premature w�nter. Intell�gence of
the war only reached them a long t�me after the occurrence of
events, the few newspapers that Doctor Dal�champ st�ll cont�nued to
supply them w�th were often a week old by the t�me they reached
the�r hands. And the�r deject�on was largely ow�ng to the�r want of
�nformat�on, to what they d�d not know and yet �nst�nct�vely felt to be
the truth, to the prolonged death-wa�l that, sp�te of all, came to the�r
ears across the frozen f�elds �n the deep s�lence that lay upon the
country.

One morn�ng the doctor came to them �n a cond�t�on of deepest
d�scouragement. W�th a trembl�ng hand he drew from h�s pocket a
Belg�an newspaper and threw �t on the bed, excla�m�ng:

“Alas, my fr�ends, poor France �s murdered; Baza�ne has played
the tra�tor!”

Jean, who had been doz�ng, h�s back supported by a couple of
p�llows, suddenly became w�de-awake.

“What, a tra�tor?”
“Yes, he has surrendered Metz and the army. It �s the exper�ence

of Sedan over aga�n, only th�s t�me they dra�n us of our last drop of
l�fe-blood.” Then tak�ng up the paper and read�ng from �t: “One
hundred and f�fty thousand pr�soners, one hundred and f�fty-three
eagles and standards, one hundred and forty-one f�eld guns,
seventy-s�x mach�ne guns, e�ght hundred casemate and barbette
guns, three hundred thousand muskets, two thousand m�l�tary tra�n
wagons, mater�al for e�ghty-f�ve batter�es—”

And he went on g�v�ng further part�culars: how Marshal Baza�ne
had been blockaded �n Metz w�th the army, bound hand and foot,
mak�ng no effort to break the wall of adamant that surrounded h�m;
the doubtful relat�ons that ex�sted between h�m and Pr�nce Freder�ck
Charles, h�s �ndec�s�on and fluctuat�ng pol�t�cal comb�nat�ons, h�s
amb�t�on to play a great role �n h�story, but a role that he seemed not
to have f�xed upon h�mself; then all the d�rty bus�ness of parleys and
conferences, and the commun�cat�ons by means of ly�ng, unsavory
em�ssar�es w�th B�smarck, K�ng W�ll�am and the Empress-regent,
who �n the end put her foot down and refused to negot�ate w�th the
enemy on the bas�s of a cess�on of terr�tory; and, f�nally, the



�nev�table catastrophe, the complet�on of the web that dest�ny had
been weav�ng, fam�ne �n Metz, a compulsory cap�tulat�on, off�cers
and men, hope and courage gone, reduced to accept the b�tter terms
of the v�ctor. France no longer had an army.

“In God’s name!” Jean ejaculated �n a deep, low vo�ce. He had not
fully understood �t all, but unt�l then Baza�ne had always been for h�m
the great capta�n, the one man to whom they were to look for
salvat�on. “What �s left us to do now? What w�ll become of them at
Par�s?”

The doctor was just com�ng to the news from Par�s, wh�ch was of a
d�sastrous character. He called the�r attent�on to the fact that the
paper from wh�ch he was read�ng was dated November 5. The
surrender of Metz had been consummated on the 27th of October,
and the t�d�ngs were not known �n Par�s unt�l the 30th. Com�ng, as �t
d�d, upon the heels of the reverses recently susta�ned at Chev�lly,
Bagneux and la Malma�son, after the confl�ct at Bourget and the loss
of that pos�t�on, the �ntell�gence had burst l�ke a thunderbolt over the
desperate populace, angered and d�sgusted by the feebleness and
�mpotency of the government of Nat�onal Defense. And thus �t was
that on the follow�ng day, the 31st, the c�ty was threatened w�th a
general �nsurrect�on, an �mmense throng of angry men, a mob r�pe
for m�sch�ef, collect�ng on the Place de l’Hôtel de V�lle, whence they
swarmed �nto the halls and publ�c off�ces, mak�ng pr�soners the
members of the Government, whom the Nat�onal Guard rescued
later �n the day only because they feared the tr�umph of those
�ncend�ar�es who were clamor�ng for the commune. And the Belg�an
journal wound up w�th a few st�ng�ng comments on the great C�ty of
Par�s, thus torn by c�v�l war when the enemy was at �ts gates. Was �t
not the presage of approach�ng decompos�t�on, the puddle of blood
and m�re that was to engulf a world?

“That’s true enough!” sa�d Jean, whose face was very wh�te.
“They’ve no bus�ness to be squabbl�ng when the Pruss�ans are at
hand!”

But Henr�ette, who had sa�d noth�ng as yet, always mak�ng �t her
rule to hold her tongue when pol�t�cs were under d�scuss�on, could



not restra�n a cry that rose from her heart. Her thoughts were ever
w�th her brother.

“Mon D�eu, I hope that Maur�ce, w�th all the fool�sh �deas he has �n
h�s head, won’t let h�mself get m�xed up �n th�s bus�ness!”

They were all s�lent �n the�r d�stress; and �t was the doctor, who
was ardently patr�ot�c, who resumed the conversat�on.

“Never m�nd; �f there are no more sold�ers, others w�ll grow. Metz
has surrendered, Par�s may surrender, even; but �t don’t follow from
that that France �s w�ped out. Yes, the strong-box �s all r�ght, as our
peasants say, and we w�ll l�ve on �n sp�te of all.”

It was clear, however, that he was hop�ng aga�nst hope. He spoke
of the army that was collect�ng on the Lo�re, whose �n�t�al
performances, �n the ne�ghborhood of Arthenay, had not been of the
most prom�s�ng; �t would become seasoned and would march to the
rel�ef of Par�s. H�s enthus�asm was aroused to bo�l�ng p�tch by the
proclamat�ons of Gambetta, who had left Par�s by balloon on the 7th
of October and two days later establ�shed h�s headquarters at Tours,
call�ng on every c�t�zen to fly to arms, and �nst�nct w�th a sp�r�t at once
so v�r�le and so sagac�ous that the ent�re country gave �ts adhes�on
to the d�ctator�al powers assumed for the publ�c safety. And was
there not talk of form�ng another army �n the North, and yet another
�n the East, of caus�ng sold�ers to spr�ng from the ground by sheer
force of fa�th? It was to be the awaken�ng of the prov�nces, the
creat�on of all that was want�ng by exerc�se of �ndom�table w�ll, the
determ�nat�on to cont�nue the struggle unt�l the last sou was spent,
the last drop of blood shed.

“Bah!” sa�d the doctor �n conclus�on as he arose to go, “I have
many a t�me g�ven up a pat�ent, and a week later found h�m as l�vely
as a cr�cket.”

Jean sm�led. “Doctor, hurry up and make a well man of me, so I
can go back to my post down yonder.”

But those ev�l t�d�ngs left Henr�ette and h�m �n a terr�bly
d�sheartened state. There came another cold wave, w�th snow, and
when the next day Henr�ette came �n sh�ver�ng from the hosp�tal she
told her fr�end that Gutman was dead. The �ntense cold had proved
fatal to many among the wounded; �t was empty�ng the rows of beds.



The m�serable man whom the loss of h�s tongue had condemned to
s�lence had la�n two days �n the throes of death. Dur�ng h�s last hour
she had rema�ned seated at h�s beds�de, unable to res�st the
suppl�cat�on of h�s plead�ng gaze. He seemed to be speak�ng to her
w�th h�s tearful eyes, try�ng to tell, �t may be, h�s real name and the
name of the v�llage, so far away, where a w�fe and l�ttle ones were
watch�ng for h�s return. And he had gone from them a stranger,
known of none, send�ng her a last k�ss w�th h�s uncerta�n, st�ffen�ng
f�ngers, as �f to thank her once aga�n for all her gentle care. She was
the only one who accompan�ed the rema�ns to the cemetery, where
the frozen earth, the unfr�endly so�l of the stranger’s country, rattled
w�th a dull, hollow sound on the p�ne coff�n, m�ngled w�th flakes of
snow.

The next day, aga�n, Henr�ette sa�d upon her return at even�ng:
“‘Poor boy’ �s dead.” She could not keep back her tears at ment�on

of h�s name. “If you could but have seen and heard h�m �n h�s p�t�ful
del�r�um! He kept call�ng me: ‘Mamma! mamma!’ and stretched h�s
poor th�n arms out to me so entreat�ngly that I had to take h�m on my
lap. H�s suffer�ng had so wasted h�m that he was no heav�er than a
boy of ten, poor fellow. And I held and soothed h�m, so that he m�ght
d�e �n peace; yes, I held h�m �n my arms, I whom he called h�s
mother and who was but a few years older than h�mself. He wept,
and I myself could not restra�n my tears; you can see I am weep�ng
st�ll—” Her utterance was choked w�th sobs; she had to pause.
“Before h�s death he murmured several t�mes the name wh�ch he
had g�ven h�mself: ‘Poor boy, poor boy!’ Ah, how just the des�gnat�on!
poor boys they are �ndeed, some of them so young and all so brave,
whom your hateful war ma�ms and mangles and causes to suffer so
before they are la�d away at last �n the�r narrow bed!”

Never a day passed now but Henr�ette came �n at n�ght �n th�s
angu�shed state, caused by some new death, and the suffer�ng of
others had the effect of br�ng�ng them together even more closely
st�ll dur�ng the sorrowful hours that they spent, secluded from all the
world, �n the s�lent, tranqu�l chamber. And yet those hours were full of
sweetness, too, for affect�on, a feel�ng wh�ch they bel�eved to be a
brother’s and s�ster’s love, had sprung up �n those two hearts wh�ch



l�ttle by l�ttle had come to know each other’s worth. To h�m, w�th h�s
observant, thoughtful nature, the�r long �nt�macy had proved an
elevat�ng �nfluence, wh�le she, not�ng h�s unfa�l�ng k�ndness of heart
and evenness of temper, had ceased to remember that he was one
of the lowly of the earth and had been a t�ller of the so�l before he
became a sold�er. The�r understand�ng was perfect; they made a
very good couple, as S�lv�ne sa�d w�th her grave sm�le. There was
never the least embarrassment between them; when she dressed
h�s leg the calm seren�ty that dwelt �n the eyes of both was
und�sturbed. Always att�red �n black, �n her w�dow’s garments, �t
seemed almost as �f she had ceased to be a woman.

But dur�ng those long afternoons when Jean was left to h�mself he
could not help g�v�ng way to speculat�on. The sent�ment he
exper�enced for h�s fr�end was one of boundless grat�tude, a sort of
rel�g�ous reverence, wh�ch would have made h�m repel the �dea of
love as �f �t were a sort of sacr�lege. And yet he told h�mself that had
he had a w�fe l�ke her, so gentle, so lov�ng, so helpful, h�s l�fe would
have been an earthly parad�se. H�s great m�sfortune, h�s unhappy
marr�age, the ev�l years he had spent at Rognes, h�s w�fe’s trag�c
end, all the sad past, arose before h�m w�th a softened feel�ng of
regret, w�th an undef�ned hope for the future, but w�thout d�st�nct
purpose to try another effort to master happ�ness. He closed h�s
eyes and dropped off �nto a doze, and then he had a confused v�s�on
of be�ng at Rem�lly, marr�ed aga�n and owner of a b�t of land,
suff�c�ent to support a fam�ly of honest folks whose wants were not
extravagant. But �t was all a dream, l�ghter than th�stle-down; he
knew �t could never, never be. He bel�eved h�s heart to be capable of
no emot�on stronger than fr�endsh�p, he loved Henr�ette as he d�d
solely because he was Maur�ce’s brother. And then that vague
dream of marr�age had come to be �n some measure a comfort to
h�m, one of those fanc�es of the �mag�nat�on that we know �s never to
be real�zed and w�th wh�ch we fondle ourselves �n our hours of
melancholy.

For her part, such thoughts had never for a moment presented
themselves to Henr�ette’s m�nd. S�nce the day of the horr�ble tragedy
at Baze�lles her bru�sed heart had la�n numb and l�feless �n her
bosom, and �f consolat�on �n the shape of a new affect�on had found



�ts way th�ther, �t could not be otherw�se than w�thout her knowledge;
the latent movement of the seed deep-bur�ed �n the earth, wh�ch
bursts �ts sheath and germ�nates, unseen of human eye. She fa�led
even to perce�ve the pleasure �t afforded her to rema�n for hours at a
t�me by Jean’s beds�de, read�ng to h�m those newspapers that never
brought them t�d�ngs save of ev�l. Never had her pulses beat more
rap�dly at the touch of h�s hand, never had she dwelt �n dreamy
rapture on the v�s�on of the future w�th a long�ng to be loved once
more. And yet �t was �n that chamber alone that she found comfort
and obl�v�on. When she was there, busy�ng herself w�th no�seless
d�l�gence for her pat�ent’s well-be�ng, she was at peace; �t seemed to
her that soon her brother would return and all would be well, they
would all lead a l�fe of happ�ness together and never more be parted.
And �t appeared to her so natural that th�ngs should end thus that
she talked of the�r relat�ons w�thout the sl�ghtest feel�ng of
embarrassment, w�thout once th�nk�ng to quest�on her heart more
closely, unaware that she had already made the chaste surrender of
�t.

But as she was on the po�nt of leav�ng for the hosp�tal one
afternoon she looked �nto the k�tchen as she passed and saw there a
Pruss�an capta�n and two other off�cers, and the �cy terror that f�lled
her at the s�ght, then, for the f�rst t�me, opened her eyes to the deep
affect�on she had conce�ved for Jean. It was pla�n that the men had
heard of the wounded man’s presence at the farm and were come to
cla�m h�m; he was to be torn from them and led away capt�ve to the
dungeon of some dark fortress deep �n Germany. She l�stened
trembl�ngly, her heart beat�ng tumultuously.

The capta�n, a b�g, stout man, who spoke French w�th scarce a
trace of fore�gn accent, was rat�ng old Fouchard soundly.

“Th�ngs can’t go on �n th�s way; you are not deal�ng squarely by us.
I came myself to g�ve you warn�ng, once for all, that �f the th�ng
happens aga�n I shall take other steps to remedy �t; and I prom�se
you the consequences w�ll not be agreeable.”

Though ent�rely master of all h�s facult�es the old scamp assumed
an a�r of consternat�on, pretend�ng not to understand, h�s mouth
agape, h�s arms descr�b�ng frant�c c�rcles on the a�r.



“How �s that, s�r, how �s that?”
“Oh, come, there’s no use attempt�ng to pull the wool over my

eyes; you know perfectly well that the three beeves you sold me on
Sunday last were rotten—yes, d�seased, and rotten through and
through; they must have been where there was �nfect�on, for they
po�soned my men; there are two of them �n such a bad way that they
may be dead by th�s t�me for all I know.”

Fouchard’s manner was express�ve of v�rtuous �nd�gnat�on. “What,
my cattle d�seased! why, there’s no better meat �n all the country; a
s�ck woman m�ght feed on �t to bu�ld her up!” And he wh�ned and
sn�veled, thump�ng h�mself on the chest and call�ng God to w�tness
he was an honest man; he would cut off h�s r�ght hand rather than
sell bad meat. For more than th�rty years he had been known
throughout the ne�ghborhood, and not a l�v�ng soul could say he had
ever been wronged �n we�ght or qual�ty. “They were as sound as a
dollar, s�r, and �f your men had the belly-ache �t was because they
ate too much—unless some v�lla�n hocussed the pot—”

And so he ran on, w�th such a flux of words and absurd theor�es
that f�nally the capta�n, h�s pat�ence exhausted, cut h�m short.

“Enough! You have had your warn�ng; see you prof�t by �t! And
there �s another matter: we have our susp�c�ons that all you people of
th�s v�llage g�ve a�d and comfort to the francs-t�reurs of the wood of
D�eulet, who k�lled another of our sentr�es day before yesterday.
M�nd what I say; be careful!”

When the Pruss�ans were gone Father Fouchard shrugged h�s
shoulders w�th a contemptuous sneer. Why, yes, of course he sold
them carcasses that had never been near the slaughter house; that
was all they would ever get to eat from h�m. If a peasant had a cow
d�e on h�s hands of the r�nderpest, or �f he found a dead ox ly�ng �n
the d�tch, was not the carr�on good enough for those d�rty Pruss�ans?
To say noth�ng of the pleasure there was �n gett�ng a b�g pr�ce out of
them for ta�nted meat at wh�ch a dog would turn up h�s nose. He
turned and w�nked slyly at Henr�ette, who was glad to have her fears
d�spelled, mutter�ng tr�umphantly:

“Say, l�ttle g�rl, what do you th�nk now of the w�cked people who go
about c�rculat�ng the story that I am not a patr�ot? Why don’t they do



as I do, eh? sell the blackguards carr�on and put the�r money �n the�r
pocket. Not a patr�ot! why, good Heavens! I shall have k�lled more of
them w�th my d�seased cattle than many a sold�er w�th h�s
chassepot!”

When the story reached Jean’s ears, however, he was greatly
d�sturbed. If the German author�t�es suspected that the people of
Rem�lly were harbor�ng the francs-t�reurs from D�eulet wood they
m�ght at any t�me come and beat up h�s quarters and unearth h�m
from h�s retreat. The �dea that he should be the means of
comprom�s�ng h�s hosts or br�ng�ng trouble to Henr�ette was
unendurable to h�m. Y�eld�ng to the young woman’s entreat�es,
however, he consented to delay h�s departure yet for a few days, for
h�s wound was very slow �n heal�ng and he was not strong enough to
go away and jo�n one of the reg�ments �n the f�eld, e�ther �n the North
or on the Lo�re.

From that t�me forward, up to the m�ddle of December, the stress
of the�r anx�ety and mental suffer�ng exceeded even what had gone
before. The cold was grown to be so �ntense that the stove no longer
suff�ced to heat the great, barn-l�ke room. When they looked from
the�r w�ndow on the crust of snow that covered the frozen earth they
thought of Maur�ce, entombed down yonder �n d�stant Par�s, that was
now become a c�ty of death and desolat�on, from wh�ch they scarcely
ever rece�ved rel�able �ntell�gence. Ever the same quest�ons were on
the�r l�ps: what was he do�ng, why d�d he not let them hear from h�m?
They dared not vo�ce the�r dreadful doubts and fears; perhaps he
was �ll, or wounded; perhaps even he was dead. The scanty and
vague t�d�ngs that cont�nued to reach them occas�onally through the
newspapers were not calculated to reassure them. After numerous
ly�ng reports of successful sort�es, c�rculated one day only to be
contrad�cted the next, there was a rumor of a great v�ctory ga�ned by
General Ducrot at Champ�gny on the 2d of December; but they
speed�ly learned that on the follow�ng day the general, abandon�ng
the pos�t�ons he had won, had been forced to recross the Marne and
send h�s troops �nto cantonments �n the wood of V�ncennes. W�th
each new day the Par�s�ans saw themselves subjected to fresh
suffer�ng and pr�vat�on: fam�ne was beg�nn�ng to make �tself felt; the
author�t�es, hav�ng f�rst requ�s�t�oned horned cattle, were now do�ng



the same w�th potatoes, gas was no longer furn�shed to pr�vate
houses, and soon the f�ery fl�ght of the project�les could be traced as
they tore through the darkness of the unl�ghted streets. And so �t was
that ne�ther of them could draw a breath or eat a mouthful w�thout
be�ng haunted by the �mage of Maur�ce and those two m�ll�on l�v�ng
be�ngs, �mpr�soned �n the�r g�gant�c sepulcher.

From every quarter, moreover, from the northern as well as from
the central d�str�cts, most d�scourag�ng adv�ces cont�nued to arr�ve.
In the north the 22d army corps, composed of gardes mob�les, depot
compan�es from var�ous reg�ments and such off�cers and men as
had not been �nvolved �n the d�sasters of Sedan and Metz, had been
forced to abandon Am�ens and retreat on Arras, and on the 5th of
December Rouen had also fallen �nto the hands of the enemy, after a
mere pretense of res�stance on the part of �ts demoral�zed, scanty
garr�son. In the center the v�ctory of Coulm�ers, ach�eved on the 3d
of November by the army of the Lo�re, had resusc�tated for a
moment the hopes of the country: Orleans was to be reoccup�ed, the
Bavar�ans were to be put to fl�ght, the movement by way of Étampes
was to culm�nate �n the rel�ef of Par�s; but on December 5 Pr�nce
Freder�ck Charles had retaken Orleans and cut �n two the army of
the Lo�re, of wh�ch three corps fell back on Bourges and V�erzon,
wh�le the rema�n�ng two, commanded by General Chanzy, ret�red to
Mans, f�ght�ng and fall�ng back alternately for a whole week, most
gallantly. The Pruss�ans were everywhere, at D�jon and at D�eppe, at
V�erzon as well as at Mans. And almost every morn�ng came the
�ntell�gence of some fort�f�ed place that had cap�tulated, unable
longer to hold out under the bombardment. Strasbourg had
succumbed as early as the 28th of September, after stand�ng forty-
s�x days of s�ege and th�rty-seven of shell�ng, her walls razed and her
bu�ld�ngs r�ddled by more than two hundred thousand project�les.
The c�tadel of Laon had been blown �nto the a�r; Toul had
surrendered; and follow�ng them, a melancholy catalogue, came
So�ssons w�th �ts hundred and twenty-e�ght p�eces of art�llery,
Verdun, wh�ch numbered a hundred and th�rty-s�x, Neufbr�sach w�th
a hundred, La Fere w�th seventy, Montmedy, s�xty-f�ve. Th�onv�lle
was �n flames, Phalsbourg had only opened her gates after a
desperate res�stance that lasted e�ghty days. It seemed as �f all



France were doomed to burn and be reduced to ru�ns by the never-
ceas�ng cannonade.

One morn�ng that Jean man�fested a f�xed determ�nat�on to be
gone, Henr�ette se�zed both h�s hands and held them t�ght clasped �n
hers.

“Ah, no! I beg you, do not go and leave me here alone. You are
not strong enough; wa�t a few days yet, only a few days. I w�ll let you
go, I prom�se you I w�ll, whenever the doctor says you are well
enough to go and f�ght.”



V.

The cold was �ntense on that December even�ng. S�lv�ne and
Prosper, together w�th l�ttle Charlot, were alone �n the great k�tchen
of the farmhouse, she busy w�th her sew�ng, he wh�ttl�ng away at a
wh�p that he proposed should be more than usually ornate. It was
seven o’clock; they had d�ned at s�x, not wa�t�ng for Father Fouchard,
who they supposed had been deta�ned at Raucourt, where there was
a scarc�ty of meat, and Henr�ette, whose turn �t was to watch that
n�ght at the hosp�tal, had just left the house, after caut�on�ng S�lv�ne
to be sure to replen�sh Jean’s stove w�th coal before she went to
bed.

Outs�de a sky of �nky blackness overhung the wh�te expanse of
snow. No sound came from the v�llage, bur�ed among the dr�fts; all
that was to be heard �n the k�tchen was the scrap�ng of Prosper’s
kn�fe as he fash�oned elaborate rosettes and lozenges on the
dogwood stock. Now and then he stopped and cast a glance at
Charlot, whose flaxen head was nodd�ng drows�ly. When the ch�ld
fell asleep at last the s�lence seemed more profound than ever. The
mother no�selessly changed the pos�t�on of the candle that the l�ght
m�ght not str�ke the eyes of her l�ttle one; then s�tt�ng down to her
sew�ng aga�n, she sank �nto a deep rever�e. And Prosper, after a
further per�od of hes�tat�on, f�nally mustered up courage to d�sburden
h�mself of what he w�shed to say.

“L�sten, S�lv�ne; I have someth�ng to tell you. I have been watch�ng
for an opportun�ty to speak to you �n pr�vate—”

Alarmed by h�s preface, she ra�sed her eyes and looked h�m �n the
face.

“Th�s �s what �t �s. You’ll forg�ve me for fr�ghten�ng you, but �t �s best
you should be forewarned. In Rem�lly th�s morn�ng, at the corner by



the church, I saw Gol�ah; I saw h�m as pla�n as I see you s�tt�ng
there. Oh, no! there can be no m�stake; I was not dream�ng!”

Her face suddenly became wh�te as death; all she was capable of
utter�ng was a st�fled moan:

“My God! my God!”
Prosper went on, �n words calculated to g�ve her least alarm, and

related what he had learned dur�ng the day by quest�on�ng one
person and another. No one doubted now that Gol�ah was a spy, that
he had formerly come and settled �n the country w�th the purpose of
acqua�nt�ng h�mself w�th �ts roads, �ts resources, the most
�ns�gn�f�cant deta�ls perta�n�ng to the l�fe of �ts �nhab�tants. Men
rem�nded one another of the t�me when he had worked for Father
Fouchard on h�s farm and of h�s sudden d�sappearance; they spoke
of the places he had had subsequently to that over toward Beaumont
and Raucourt. And now he was back aga�n, hold�ng a pos�t�on of
some sort at the m�l�tary post of Sedan, �ts dut�es apparently not very
well def�ned, go�ng about from one v�llage to another, denounc�ng
th�s man, f�n�ng that, keep�ng an eye to the f�ll�ng of the requ�s�t�ons
that made the peasants’ l�ves a burden to them. That very morn�ng
he had fr�ghtened the people of Rem�lly almost out of the�r w�ts �n
relat�on to a del�very of flour, alleg�ng �t was short �n we�ght and had
not been furn�shed w�th�n the spec�f�ed t�me.

“You are forewarned,” sa�d Prosper �n conclus�on, “and now you’ll
know what to do when he shows h�s face here—”

She �nterrupted h�m w�th a terr�f�ed cry.
“Do you th�nk he w�ll come here?”
“Dame! �t appears to me extremely probable he w�ll. It would show

great lack of cur�os�ty �f he d�dn’t, s�nce he knows he has a young
one here that he has never seen. And then there’s you, bes�des, and
you’re not so very homely but he m�ght l�ke to have another look at
you.”

She gave h�m an entreat�ng glance that s�lenced h�s rude attempt
at gallantry. Charlot, awakened by the sound of the�r vo�ces, had
ra�sed h�s head. W�th the bl�nk�ng eyes of one suddenly aroused
from slumber he looked about the room, and recalled the words that



some �dle fellow of the v�llage had taught h�m; and w�th the solemn
grav�ty of a l�ttle man of three he announced:

“Dey’re loafers, de Pruss�ans!”
H�s mother went and caught h�m frant�cally �n her arms and seated

h�m on her lap. Ah! the poor l�ttle wa�f, at once her del�ght and her
despa�r, whom she loved w�th all her soul and who brought the tears
to her eyes every t�me she looked on h�m, flesh of her flesh, whom �t
wrung her heart to hear the urch�ns w�th whom he consorted �n the
street taunt�ngly call “the l�ttle Pruss�an!” She k�ssed h�m, as �f she
would have forced the words back �nto h�s mouth.

“Who taught my darl�ng such naughty words? It’s not n�ce; you
must not say them aga�n, my loved one.”

Whereon Charlot, w�th the pers�stency of ch�ldhood, laugh�ng and
squ�rm�ng, made haste to re�terate:

“Dey’re d�rty loafers, de Pruss�ans!”
And when h�s mother burst �nto tears he clung about her neck and

also began to howl d�smally. Mon D�eu, what new ev�l was �n store
for her! Was �t not enough that she had lost �n Honoré the one s�ngle
hope of her l�fe, the assured prom�se of obl�v�on and future
happ�ness? and was that man to appear upon the scene aga�n to
make her m�sery complete?

“Come,” she murmured, “come along, darl�ng, and go to bed.
Mamma w�ll k�ss her l�ttle boy all the same, for he does not know the
sorrow he causes her.”

And she went from the room, leav�ng Prosper alone. The good
fellow, not to add to her embarrassment, had averted h�s eyes from
her face and was apparently devot�ng h�s ent�re attent�on to h�s
carv�ng.

Before putt�ng Charlot to bed �t was S�lv�ne’s n�ghtly custom to take
h�m �n to say good-n�ght to Jean, w�th whom the youngster was on
terms of great fr�endsh�p. As she entered the room that even�ng,
hold�ng her candle before her, she beheld the convalescent seated
upr�ght �n bed, h�s open eyes peer�ng �nto the obscur�ty. What, was
he not asleep? Fa�th, no; he had been rum�nat�ng on all sorts of
subjects �n the s�lence of the w�nter n�ght; and wh�le she was



cramm�ng the stove w�th coal he frol�cked for a moment w�th Charlot,
who rolled and tumbled on the bed l�ke a young k�tten. He knew
S�lv�ne’s story, and had a very k�ndly feel�ng for the meek,
courageous g�rl whom m�sfortune had tr�ed so sorely, mourn�ng the
only man she had ever loved, her sole comfort that ch�ld of shame
whose ex�stence was a da�ly reproach to her. When she had
replaced the l�d on the stove, therefore, and came to the beds�de to
take the boy from h�s arms, he perce�ved by her red eyes that she
had been weep�ng. What, had she been hav�ng more trouble? But
she would not answer h�s quest�on: some other day she would tell
h�m what �t was �f �t seemed worth the wh�le. Mon D�eu! was not her
l�fe one of cont�nual suffer�ng now?

S�lv�ne was at last lugg�ng Charlot away �n her arms when there
arose from the courtyard of the farm a confused sound of steps and
vo�ces. Jean l�stened �n aston�shment.

“What �s �t? It can’t be Father Fouchard return�ng, for I d�d not hear
h�s wagon wheels.” Ly�ng on h�s back �n h�s s�lent chamber, w�th
noth�ng to occupy h�s m�nd, he had become acqua�nted w�th every
deta�l of the rout�ne of home l�fe on the farm, of wh�ch the sounds
were all fam�l�ar to h�s ears. Presently he added: “Ah, I see; �t �s
those men aga�n, the francs-t�reurs from D�eulet, after someth�ng to
eat.”

“Qu�ck, I must be gone!” sa�d S�lv�ne, hurry�ng from the room and
leav�ng h�m aga�n �n darkness. “I must make haste and see they get
the�r loaves.”

A loud knock�ng was heard at the k�tchen door and Prosper, who
was beg�nn�ng to t�re of h�s sol�tude, was hold�ng a hes�tat�ng parley
w�th the v�s�tors. He d�d not l�ke to adm�t strangers when the master
was away, fear�ng he m�ght be held respons�ble for any damage that
m�ght ensue. H�s good luck befr�ended h�m �n th�s �nstance, however,
for just then Father Fouchard’s carr�ole came lumber�ng up the
accl�v�ty, the tramp of the horse’s feet resound�ng fa�ntly on the snow
that covered the road. It was the old man who welcomed the
newcomers.

“Ah, good! �t’s you fellows. What have you on that wheelbarrow?”



Sambuc, lean and hungry as a robber and wrapped �n the folds of
a blue woolen blouse many t�mes too large for h�m, d�d not even
hear the farmer; he was storm�ng angr�ly at Prosper, h�s honest
brother, as he called h�m, who had only then made up h�s m�nd to
unbar the door.

“Say, you! do you take us for beggars that you leave us stand�ng �n
the cold �n weather such as th�s?”

But Prosper d�d not trouble h�mself to make any other reply than
was expressed �n a contemptuous shrug of the shoulders, and wh�le
he was lead�ng the horse off to the stable old Fouchard, bend�ng
over the wheelbarrow, aga�n spoke up.

“So, �t’s two dead sheep you’ve brought me. It’s lucky �t’s freez�ng
weather, otherw�se we should know what they are by the smell.”

Cabasse and Ducat, Sambuc’s two trusty henchmen, who
accompan�ed h�m �n all h�s exped�t�ons, ra�sed the�r vo�ces �n protest.

“Oh!” cr�ed the f�rst, w�th h�s loud-mouthed Provençal volub�l�ty,
“they’ve only been dead three days. They’re some of the an�mals
that d�ed on the Raff�ns farm, where the d�sease has been putt�ng �n
�ts f�ne work of late.”

“Procumb�t hum� bos,” spouted the other, the ex-court off�cer
whose excess�ve pred�lect�on for the lad�es had got h�m �nto
d�ff�cult�es, and who was fond of a�r�ng h�s Lat�n on occas�on.

Father Fouchard shook h�s head and cont�nued to d�sparage the�r
merchand�se, declar�ng �t was too “h�gh.” F�nally he took the three
men �nto the k�tchen, where he concluded the bus�ness by say�ng:

“After all, they’ll have to take �t and make the best of �t. It comes
just �n season, for there’s not a cutlet left �n Raucourt. When a man’s
hungry he’ll eat anyth�ng, won’t he?” And very well pleased at heart,
he called to S�lv�ne, who just then came �n from putt�ng Charlot to
bed: “Let’s have some glasses; we are go�ng to dr�nk to the downfall
of old B�smarck.”

Fouchard ma�nta�ned am�cable relat�ons w�th these francs-t�reurs
from D�eulet wood, who for some three months past had been
emerg�ng at n�ghtfall from the fastnesses where they made the�r
lurk�ng place, k�ll�ng and robb�ng a Pruss�an whenever they could



steal upon h�m unawares, descend�ng on the farms and plunder�ng
the peasants when there was a scarc�ty of the other k�nd of game.
They were the terror of all the v�llages �n the v�c�n�ty, and the more so
that every t�me a prov�s�on tra�n was attacked or a sentry murdered
the German author�t�es avenged themselves on the adjacent
hamlets, the �nhab�tants of wh�ch they accused of abett�ng the
outrages, �nfl�ct�ng heavy penalt�es on them, carry�ng off the�r mayors
as pr�soners, burn�ng the�r poor hovels. Noth�ng would have pleased
the peasants more than to del�ver Sambuc and h�s band to the
enemy, and they were only deterred from do�ng so by the�r fear of
be�ng shot �n the back at a turn �n the road some n�ght should the�r
attempt fa�l of success.

It had occurred to Fouchard to �naugurate a traff�c w�th them.
Roam�ng about the country �n every d�rect�on, peer�ng w�th the�r
sharp eyes �nto d�tches and cattle sheds, they had become h�s
purveyors of dead an�mals. Never an ox or a sheep w�th�n a rad�us of
three leagues was str�cken down by d�sease but they came by n�ght
w�th the�r barrow and wheeled �t away to h�m, and he pa�d them �n
prov�s�ons, most generally �n bread, that S�lv�ne baked �n great
batches expressly for the purpose. Bes�des, �f he had no great love
for them, he exper�enced a secret feel�ng of adm�rat�on for the
francs-t�reurs, a set of handy rascals who went the�r way and
snapped the�r f�ngers at the world, and although he was mak�ng a
fortune from h�s deal�ngs w�th the Pruss�ans, he could never refra�n
from chuckl�ng to h�mself w�th gr�m, savage laughter as often as he
heard that one of them had been found ly�ng at the roads�de w�th h�s
throat cut.

“Your good health!” sa�d he, touch�ng glasses w�th the three men.
Then, w�p�ng h�s mouth w�th the back of h�s hand: “Say, have you
heard of the fuss they’re mak�ng over the two headless uhlans that
they p�cked up over there near V�llecourt? V�llecourt was burned
yesterday, you know; they say �t was the penalty the v�llage had to
pay for harbor�ng you. You’ll have to be prudent, don’t you see, and
not show yourselves about here for a t�me. I’ll see the bread �s sent
you somewhere.”



Sambuc shrugged h�s shoulders and laughed contemptuously.
What d�d he care for the Pruss�ans, the d�rty cowards! And all at
once he exploded �n a f�t of anger, pound�ng the table w�th h�s f�st.

“Tonnerre de D�eu! I don’t m�nd the uhlans so much; they’re not so
bad, but �t’s the other one I’d l�ke to get a chance at once—you know
whom I mean, the other fellow, the spy, the man who used to work
for you.”

“Gol�ah?” sa�d Father Fouchard.
S�lv�ne, who had resumed her sew�ng, dropped �t �n her lap and

l�stened w�th �ntense �nterest.
“That’s h�s name, Gol�ah! Ah, the br�gand! he �s as fam�l�ar w�th

every �nch of the wood of D�eulet as I am w�th my pocket, and he’s
l�ke enough to get us p�nched some f�ne morn�ng. I heard of h�m to-
day at the Maltese Cross mak�ng h�s boast that he would settle our
bus�ness for us before we’re a week older. A d�rty hound, he �s, and
he served as gu�de to the Pruss�ans the day before the battle of
Beaumont; I leave �t to these fellows �f he d�dn’t.”

“It’s as true as there’s a candle stand�ng on that table!” attested
Cabasse.

“Per s�lent�a am�ca lunæ,” added Ducat, whose quotat�ons were
not always consp�cuous for the�r appos�teness.

But Sambuc aga�n brought h�s heavy f�st down upon the table. “He
has been tr�ed and adjudged gu�lty, the scoundrel! If ever you hear of
h�s be�ng �n the ne�ghborhood just send me word, and h�s head shall
go and keep company w�th the heads of the two uhlans �n the
Meuse; yes, by G-d! I pledge you my word �t shall.”

There was s�lence. S�lv�ne was very wh�te, and gazed at the men
w�th unw�nk�ng, star�ng eyes.

“Those are th�ngs best not be talked too much about,” old
Fouchard prudently declared. “Your health, and good-n�ght to you.”

They empt�ed the second bottle, and Prosper, who had returned
from the stable, lent a hand to load upon the wheelbarrow, whence
the dead sheep had been removed, the loaves that S�lv�ne had
placed �n an old gra�n-sack. But he turned h�s back and made no
reply when h�s brother and the other two men, wheel�ng the barrow



before them through the snow, stalked away and were lost to s�ght �n
the darkness, repeat�ng:

“Good-n�ght, good-n�ght! au pla�s�r!”
They had breakfasted the follow�ng morn�ng, and Father Fouchard

was alone �n the k�tchen when the door was thrown open and Gol�ah
�n the flesh entered the room, b�g and burly, w�th the ruddy hue of
health on h�s face and h�s tranqu�l sm�le. If the old man exper�enced
anyth�ng �n the nature of a shock at the suddenness of the appar�t�on
he let no ev�dence of �t escape h�m. He peered at the other through
h�s half-closed l�ds wh�le he came forward and shook h�s former
employer warmly by the hand.

“How are you, Father Fouchard?”
Then only the old peasant seemed to recogn�ze h�m.
“Hallo, my boy, �s �t you? You’ve been f�ll�ng out; how fat you are!”
And he eyed h�m from head to foot as he stood there, clad �n a

sort of sold�er’s greatcoat of coarse blue cloth, w�th a cap of the
same mater�al, wear�ng a comfortable, prosperous a�r of self-content.
H�s speech betrayed no fore�gn accent, moreover; he spoke w�th the
slow, th�ck utterance of the peasants of the d�str�ct.

“Yes, Father Fouchard, �t’s I �n person. I d�dn’t l�ke to be �n the
ne�ghborhood w�thout dropp�ng �n just to say how-do-you-do to you.”

The old man could not r�d h�mself of a feel�ng of d�strust. What was
the fellow after, anyway? Could he have heard of the francs-t�reurs’
v�s�t to the farmhouse the n�ght before? That was someth�ng he must
try to ascerta�n. F�rst of all, however, �t would be best to treat h�m
pol�tely, as he seemed to have come there �n a fr�endly sp�r�t.

“Well, my lad, s�nce you are so pleasant we’ll have a glass
together for old t�mes’ sake.”

He went h�mself and got a bottle and two glasses. Such
expend�ture of w�ne went to h�s heart, but one must know how to be
l�beral when he has bus�ness on hand. The scene of the preced�ng
n�ght was repeated, they touched glasses w�th the same words, the
same gestures.

“Here’s to your good health, Father Fouchard.”



“And here’s to yours, my lad.”
Then Gol�ah unbent and h�s face assumed an express�on of

sat�sfact�on; he looked about h�m l�ke a man pleased w�th the s�ght of
objects that recalled bygone t�mes. He d�d not speak of the past,
however, nor, for the matter of that, d�d he speak of the present. The
conversat�on ran on the extremely cold weather, wh�ch would
�nterfere w�th farm�ng operat�ons; there was one good th�ng to be
sa�d for the snow, however: �t would k�ll off the �nsects. He barely
alluded, w�th a sl�ghtly pa�ned express�on, to the part�ally concealed
hatred, the affr�ght and scorn, w�th wh�ch he had been rece�ved �n
the other houses of Rem�lly. Every man owes alleg�ance to h�s
country, doesn’t he? It �s qu�te clear he should serve h�s country as
well as he knows how. In France, however, no one looked at the
matter �n that l�ght; there were th�ngs about wh�ch people had very
queer not�ons. And as the old man l�stened and looked at that broad,
�nnocent, good-natured face, beam�ng w�th frankness and good-w�ll,
he sa�d to h�mself that surely that excellent fellow had had no ev�l
des�gns �n com�ng there.

“So you are all alone to-day, Father Fouchard?”
“Oh, no; S�lv�ne �s out at the barn, feed�ng the cows. Would you

l�ke to see her?”
Gol�ah laughed. “Well, yes. To be qu�te frank w�th you, �t was on

S�lv�ne’s account that I came.”
Old Fouchard felt as �f a great load had been taken off h�s m�nd;

he went to the door and shouted at the top of h�s vo�ce:
“S�lv�ne! S�lv�ne! There’s someone here to see you.”
And he went away about h�s bus�ness w�thout further

apprehens�on, s�nce the lass was there to look out for the property. A
man must be �n a bad way, he reflected, to let a fancy for a g�rl keep
such a hold on h�m after such a length of t�me, years and years.

When S�lv�ne entered the room she was not surpr�sed to f�nd
herself �n presence of Gol�ah, who rema�ned seated and
contemplated her w�th h�s broad sm�le, �n wh�ch, however, there was
a trace of embarrassment. She had been expect�ng h�m, and stood
stock-st�ll �mmed�ately she stepped across the doors�ll, nerv�ng



herself and brac�ng all her facult�es. L�ttle Charlot came runn�ng up
and h�d among her pett�coats, aston�shed and fr�ghtened to see a
strange man there. Then succeeded a few seconds of awkward
s�lence.

“And th�s �s the l�ttle one, then?” Gol�ah asked at last �n h�s most
dulcet tone.

“Yes,” was S�lv�ne’s curt, stern answer.
S�lence aga�n settled down upon the room. He had known there

was a ch�ld, although he had gone away before the b�rth of h�s
offspr�ng, but th�s was the f�rst t�me he had la�d eyes on �t. He
therefore w�shed to expla�n matters, l�ke a young man of sense who
�s conf�dent he can g�ve good reasons for h�s conduct.

“Come, S�lv�ne, I know you cher�sh b�tter feel�ngs aga�nst me—and
yet there �s no reason why you should. If I went away, �f I have been
cause to you of so much suffer�ng, you m�ght have told yourself that
perhaps �t was because I was not my own master. When a man has
masters over h�m he must obey them, mustn’t he? If they had sent
me off on foot to make a journey of a hundred leagues I should have
been obl�ged to go. And, of course, I couldn’t say a word to you
about �t; you have no �dea how bad �t made me feel to go away as I
d�d w�thout b�dd�ng you good-by. I won’t say to you now that I felt
certa�n I should return to you some day; st�ll, I always fully expected
that I should, and, as you see, here I am aga�n—”

She had turned away her head and was look�ng through the
w�ndow at the snow that carpeted the courtyard, as �f resolved to
hear no word he sa�d. Her pers�stent s�lence troubled h�m; he
�nterrupted h�s explanat�ons to say:

“Do you know you are prett�er than ever!”
True enough, she was very beaut�ful �n her pallor, w�th her

magn�f�cent great eyes that �llum�nated all her face. The heavy co�ls
of raven ha�r that crowned her head seemed the outward symbol of
the �nward sorrow that was gnaw�ng at her heart.

“Come, don’t be angry! you know that I mean you no harm. If I d�d
not love you st�ll I should not have come back, that’s very certa�n.



Now that I am here and everyth�ng �s all r�ght once more we shall
see each other now and then, shan’t we?”

She suddenly stepped a pace backward, and look�ng h�m squarely
�n the face:

“Never!”
“Never!—and why? Are you not my w�fe, �s not that ch�ld ours?”
She never once took her eyes from off h�s face, speak�ng w�th

�mpress�ve slowness:
“L�sten to me; �t w�ll be better to end that matter once for all. You

knew Honoré; I loved h�m, he was the only man who ever had my
love. And now he �s dead; you robbed me of h�m, you murdered h�m
over there on the battlef�eld, and never aga�n w�ll I be yours. Never!”

She ra�sed her hand aloft as �f �nvok�ng heaven to record her vow,
wh�le �n her vo�ce was such depth of hatred that for a moment he
stood as �f cowed, then murmured:

“Yes, I heard that Honoré was dead; he was a very n�ce young
fellow. But what could you expect? Many another has d�ed as well; �t
�s the fortune of war. And then �t seemed to me that once he was
dead there would no longer be a barr�er between us, and let me
rem�nd you, S�lv�ne, that after all I was never brutal toward you—”

But he stopped short at s�ght of her ag�tat�on; she seemed as �f
about to tear her own flesh �n her horror and d�stress.

“Oh! that �s just �t; yes, �t �s that wh�ch seems as �f �t would dr�ve
me w�ld. Why, oh! why d�d I y�eld when I never loved you? Honoré’s
departure left me so broken down, I was so s�ck �n m�nd and body
that never have I been able to recall any port�on of the
c�rcumstances; perhaps �t was because you talked to me of h�m and
appeared to love h�m. My God! the long n�ghts I have spent th�nk�ng
of that t�me and weep�ng unt�l the founta�n of my tears was dry! It �s
dreadful to have done a th�ng that one had no w�sh to do and
afterward be unable to expla�n the reason of �t. And he had forg�ven
me, he had told me that he would marry me �n sp�te of all when h�s
t�me was out, �f those hateful Pruss�ans only let h�m l�ve. And you
th�nk I w�ll return to you. No, never, never! not �f I were to d�e for �t!”



Gol�ah’s face grew dark. She had always been so subm�ss�ve, and
now he saw she was not to be shaken �n her f�xed resolve.
Notw�thstand�ng h�s easy-go�ng nature he was determ�ned he would
have her, even �f he should be compelled to use force, now that he
was �n a pos�t�on to enforce h�s author�ty, and �t was only h�s �nherent
prudence, the �nst�nct that counseled h�m to pat�ence and d�plomacy,
that kept h�m from resort�ng to v�olent measures now. The hard-f�sted
colossus was averse to br�ng�ng h�s phys�cal powers �nto play; he
therefore had recourse to another method for mak�ng her l�sten to
reason.

“Very well; s�nce you w�ll have noth�ng more to do w�th me I w�ll
take away the ch�ld.”

“What do you mean?”
Charlot, whose presence had thus far been forgotten by them

both, had rema�ned hang�ng to h�s mother’s sk�rts, struggl�ng bravely
to keep down h�s r�s�ng sobs as the altercat�on waxed more warm.
Gol�ah, leav�ng h�s cha�r, approached the group.

“You’re my boy, aren’t you? You’re a good l�ttle Pruss�an. Come
along w�th me.”

But before he could lay hands on the ch�ld S�lv�ne, all a-qu�ver w�th
exc�tement, had thrown her arms about �t and clasped �t to her
bosom.

“He, a Pruss�an, never! He’s French, was born �n France!”
“You say he’s French! Look at h�m, and look at me; he’s my very

�mage. Can you say he resembles you �n any one of h�s features?”
She turned her eyes on the b�g, strapp�ng lothar�o, w�th h�s curl�ng

ha�r and beard and h�s broad, p�nk face, �n wh�ch the great blue eyes
gleamed l�ke globes of pol�shed porcela�n; and �t was only too true,
the l�ttle one had the same yellow thatch, the same rounded cheeks,
the same l�ght eyes; every feature of the hated race was reproduced
fa�thfully �n h�m. A tress of her jet black ha�r that had escaped from �ts
conf�nement and wandered down upon her shoulder �n the ag�tat�on
of the moment showed her how l�ttle there was �n common between
the ch�ld and her.



“I bore h�m; he �s m�ne!” she screamed �n fury. “He’s French, and
w�ll grow up to be a Frenchman, know�ng no word of your d�rty
German language; and some day he shall go and help to k�ll the
whole pack of you, to avenge those whom you have murdered!”

Charlot, t�ghten�ng h�s clasp about her neck, began to cry,
shr�ek�ng:

“Mammy, mammy, I’m ’fra�d! take me away!”
Then Gol�ah, doubtless because he d�d not w�sh to create a

scandal, stepped back, and �n a harsh, stern vo�ce, unl�ke anyth�ng
she had ever heard from h�s l�ps before, made th�s declarat�on:

“Bear �n m�nd what I am about to tell you, S�lv�ne. I know all that
happens at th�s farm. You harbor the francs-t�reurs from the wood of
D�eulet, among them that Sambuc who �s brother to your h�red man;
you supply the band�ts w�th prov�s�ons. And I know that that h�red
man, Prosper, �s a chasseur d’Afr�que and a deserter, and belongs to
us by r�ghts. Further, I know that you are conceal�ng on your
prem�ses a wounded man, another sold�er, whom a word from me
would suff�ce to cons�gn to a German fortress. What do you th�nk:
am I not well �nformed?”

She was l�sten�ng to h�m now, tongue-t�ed and terror-str�cken,
wh�le l�ttle Charlot kept p�p�ng �n her ear w�th l�sp�ng vo�ce:

“Oh! mammy, mammy, take me away, I’m ’fra�d!”
“Come,” resumed Gol�ah, “I’m not a bad fellow, and I don’t l�ke

quarrels and b�cker�ng, as you are well aware, but I swear by all
that’s holy I w�ll have them all arrested, Father Fouchard and the
rest, unless you consent to adm�t me to your chamber on Monday
next. I w�ll take the ch�ld, too, and send h�m away to Germany to my
mother, who w�ll be very glad to have h�m; for you have no further
r�ght to h�m, you know, �f you are go�ng to leave me. You understand
me, don’t you? The folks w�ll all be gone, and all I shall have to do
w�ll be to come and carry h�m away. I am the master; I can do what
pleases me—come, what have you to say?”

But she made no answer, stra�n�ng the l�ttle one more closely to
her breast as �f fear�ng he m�ght be torn from her then and there, and
�n her great eyes was a look of m�ngled terror and execrat�on.



“It �s well; I g�ve you three days to th�nk the matter over. See to �t
that your bedroom w�ndow that opens on the orchard �s left open. If I
do not f�nd the w�ndow open next Monday even�ng at seven o’clock I
w�ll come w�th a deta�l the follow�ng day and arrest the �nmates of the
house and then w�ll return and bear away the l�ttle one. Th�nk of �t
well; au revo�r, S�lv�ne.”

He sauntered qu�etly away, and she rema�ned stand�ng, rooted to
her place, her head f�lled w�th such a swarm�ng, buzz�ng crowd of
terr�ble thoughts that �t seemed to her she must go mad. And dur�ng
the whole of that long day the tempest raged �n her. At f�rst the
thought occurred to her �nst�nct�vely to take her ch�ld �n her arms and
fly w�th h�m, wherever chance m�ght d�rect, no matter where; but
what would become of them when n�ght should fall and envelop
them �n darkness? how earn a l�vel�hood for h�m and for herself?
Then she determ�ned she would speak to Jean, would not�fy
Prosper, and Father Fouchard h�mself, and aga�n she hes�tated and
changed her m�nd: was she suff�c�ently certa�n of the fr�endsh�p of
those people that she could be sure they would not sacr�f�ce her to
the general safety, she who was cause that they were menaced all
w�th such m�sfortune? No, she would say noth�ng to anyone; she
would rely on her own efforts to extr�cate herself from the per�l she
had �ncurred by brav�ng that bad man. But what scheme could she
dev�se; mon D�eu! how could she avert the threatened ev�l, for her
upr�ght nature revolted; she could never have forg�ven herself had
she been the �nstrument of br�ng�ng d�saster to so many people, to
Jean �n part�cular, who had always been so good to Charlot.

The hours passed, one by one; the next day’s sun went down, and
st�ll she had dec�ded upon noth�ng. She went about her household
dut�es as usual, sweep�ng the k�tchen, attend�ng to the cows, mak�ng
the soup. No word fell from her l�ps, and r�s�ng ever am�d the
om�nous s�lence she preserved, her hatred of Gol�ah grew w�th every
hour and �mpregnated her nature w�th �ts po�son. He had been her
curse; had �t not been for h�m she would have wa�ted for Honoré,
and Honoré would be l�v�ng now, and she would be happy. Th�nk of
h�s tone and manner when he made her understand he was the
master! He had told her the truth, moreover; there were no longer
gendarmes or judges to whom she could apply for protect�on; m�ght



made r�ght. Oh, to be the stronger! to se�ze and overpower h�m when
he came, he who talked of se�z�ng others! All she cons�dered was
the ch�ld, flesh of her flesh; the chance-met father was naught, never
had been aught, to her. She had no part�cle of w�fely feel�ng toward
h�m, only a sent�ment of concentrated rage, the deep-seated hatred
of the vanqu�shed for the v�ctor, when she thought of h�m. Rather
than surrender the ch�ld to h�m she would have k�lled �t, and k�lled
herself afterward. And as she had told h�m, the ch�ld he had left her
as a g�ft of hate she would have w�shed were already grown and
capable of defend�ng her; she looked �nto the future and beheld h�m
w�th a musket, slaughter�ng hecatombs of Pruss�ans. Ah, yes! one
Frenchman more to ass�st �n wreak�ng vengeance on the hered�tary
foe!

There was but one day rema�n�ng, however; she could not afford
to waste more t�me �n arr�v�ng at a dec�s�on. At the very outset,
�ndeed, a h�deous project had presented �tself among the wh�rl�ng
thoughts that f�lled her poor, d�sordered m�nd: to not�fy the francs-
t�reurs, to g�ve Sambuc the �nformat�on he des�red so eagerly; but
the �dea had not then assumed def�n�te form and shape, and she had
put �t from her as too atroc�ous, not suffer�ng herself even to cons�der
�t: was not that man the father of her ch�ld? she could not be
accessory to h�s murder. Then the thought returned, and kept
return�ng at more frequently recurr�ng �ntervals, l�ttle by l�ttle forc�ng
�tself upon her and enfold�ng her �n �ts unholy �nfluence; and now �t
had ent�re possess�on of her, hold�ng her capt�ve by the strength of
�ts s�mple and unanswerable log�c. The per�l and calam�ty that
overhung them all would van�sh w�th that man; he �n h�s grave, Jean,
Prosper, Father Fouchard would have noth�ng more to fear, wh�le
she herself would reta�n possess�on of Charlot and there would be
never a one �n all the world to challenge her r�ght to h�m. All that day
she turned and re-turned the project �n her m�nd, devo�d of further
strength to b�d �t down, cons�der�ng desp�te herself the murder �n �ts
d�fferent aspects, plann�ng and arrang�ng �ts most m�nute deta�ls.
And now �t was become the one f�xed, dom�nant �dea, mak�ng a
port�on of her be�ng, that she no longer stopped to reason on, and
when f�nally she came to act, �n obed�ence to that d�ctate of the
�nev�table, she went forward as �n a dream, subject to the vol�t�on of



another, a someone w�th�n her whose presence she had never
known t�ll then.

Father Fouchard had taken alarm, and on Sunday he d�spatched a
messenger to the francs-t�reurs to �nform them that the�r supply of
bread would be forwarded to the quarr�es of Bo�sv�lle, a lonely spot a
m�le and a quarter from the house, and as Prosper had other work to
do the old man sent S�lv�ne w�th the wheelbarrow. It was man�fest to
the young woman that Dest�ny had taken the matter �n �ts hands; she
spoke, she made an appo�ntment w�th Sambuc for the follow�ng
even�ng, and there was no tremor �n her vo�ce, as �f she were
pursu�ng a course marked out for her from wh�ch she could not
depart. The next day there were st�ll other s�gns wh�ch proved that
not only sent�ent be�ngs, but �nan�mate objects as well, favored the
cr�me. In the f�rst place Father Fouchard was called suddenly away
to Raucourt, and know�ng he could not get back unt�l after e�ght
o’clock, �nstructed them not to wa�t d�nner for h�m. Then Henr�ette,
whose n�ght off �t was, rece�ved word from the hosp�tal late �n the
afternoon that the nurse whose turn �t was to watch was �ll and she
would have to take her place; and as Jean never left h�s chamber
under any c�rcumstances, the only rema�n�ng person from whom
�nterference was to be feared was Prosper. It revolted the chasseur
d’Afr�que, the �dea of k�ll�ng a man that way, three aga�nst one, but
when h�s brother arr�ved, accompan�ed by h�s fa�thful myrm�dons, the
d�sgust he felt for the v�lla�nous crew was lost �n h�s detestat�on of the
Pruss�ans; sure he wasn’t go�ng to put h�mself out to save one of the
d�rty hounds, even �f they d�d do h�m up �n a way that was not
accord�ng to rule; and he settled matters w�th h�s consc�ence by
go�ng to bed and bury�ng h�s head under the blankets, that he m�ght
hear noth�ng that would tempt h�m to act �n accordance w�th h�s
sold�erly �nst�ncts.

It lacked a quarter of seven, and Charlot seemed determ�ned not
to go to sleep. As a general th�ng h�s head decl�ned upon the table
the moment he had swallowed h�s last mouthful of soup.

“Come, my darl�ng, go to sleep,” sa�d S�lv�ne, who had taken h�m
to Henr�ette’s room; “mamma has put you �n the n�ce lady’s b�g bed.”



But the ch�ld was exc�ted by the novelty of the s�tuat�on; he k�cked
and sprawled upon the bed, bubbl�ng w�th laughter and an�mal
sp�r�ts.

“No, no—stay, l�ttle mother—play, l�ttle mother.”
She was very gentle and pat�ent, caress�ng h�m tenderly and

repeat�ng:
“Go to sleep, my darl�ng; shut your eyes and go to sleep, to please

mamma.”
And f�nally slumber overtook h�m, w�th a happy laugh upon h�s l�ps.

She had not taken the trouble to undress h�m; she covered h�m
warmly and left the room, and so soundly was he �n the hab�t of
sleep�ng that she d�d not even th�nk �t necessary to turn the key �n
the door.

S�lv�ne had never known herself to be so calm, so clear and alert
of m�nd. Her dec�s�on was prompt, her movements were l�ght, as �f
she had parted company w�th her mater�al frame and were act�ng
under the dom�nat�on of that other self, that �nner be�ng wh�ch she
had never known t�ll then. She had already let �n Sambuc, w�th
Cabasse and Ducat, enjo�n�ng upon them the exerc�se of the str�ctest
caut�on, and now she conducted them to her bedroom and posted
them on e�ther s�de the w�ndow, wh�ch she threw open w�de,
notw�thstand�ng the �ntense cold. The darkness was profound; barely
a fa�nt gl�mmer of l�ght penetrated the room, reflected from the
bosom of the snow w�thout. A deathl�ke st�llness lay on the deserted
f�elds, the m�nutes lagged �nterm�nably. Then, when at last the
deadened sound was heard of footsteps draw�ng near, S�lv�ne
w�thdrew and returned to the k�tchen, where she seated herself and
wa�ted, mot�onless as a corpse, her great eyes f�xed on the fl�cker�ng
flame of the sol�tary candle.

And the suspense was long protracted, Gol�ah prowl�ng war�ly
about the house before he would r�sk enter�ng. He thought he could
depend on the young woman, and had therefore come unarmed
save for a s�ngle revolver �n h�s belt, but he was haunted by a d�m
present�ment of ev�l; he pushed open the w�ndow to �ts ent�re extent
and thrust h�s head �nto the apartment, call�ng below h�s breath:

“S�lv�ne! S�lv�ne!”



S�nce he found the w�ndow open to h�m �t must be that she had
thought better of the matter and changed her m�nd. It gave h�m great
pleasure to have �t so, although he would rather she had been there
to welcome h�m and reassure h�s fears. Doubtless Father Fouchard
had summoned her away; some odds and ends of work to f�n�sh up.
He ra�sed h�s vo�ce a l�ttle:

“S�lv�ne! S�lv�ne!”
No answer, not a sound. And he threw h�s leg over the w�ndow-s�ll

and entered the room, �ntend�ng to get �nto bed and snuggle away
among the blankets wh�le wa�t�ng, �t was so b�tter cold.

All at once there was a fur�ous rush, w�th the no�se of trampl�ng,
shuffl�ng feet, and smothered oaths and the sound of labored
breath�ng. Sambuc and h�s two compan�ons had thrown themselves
on Gol�ah, and notw�thstand�ng the�r super�or�ty �n numbers they
found �t no easy task to overpower the g�ant, to whom h�s per�l lent
tenfold strength. The pant�ng of the combatants, the stra�n�ng of
s�news and crack�ng of jo�nts, resounded for a moment �n the
obscur�ty. The revolver, fortunately, had fallen to the floor �n the
struggle. Cabasse’s chok�ng, �nart�culate vo�ce was heard
excla�m�ng: “The cords, the cords!” and Ducat handed to Sambuc the
co�l of th�n rope w�th wh�ch they had had the fores�ght to prov�de
themselves. Scant ceremony was d�splayed �n b�nd�ng the�r hapless
v�ct�m; the operat�on was conducted to the accompan�ment of k�cks
and cuffs. The legs were secured f�rst, then the arms were f�rmly
p�n�oned to the s�des, and f�nally they wound the cord at random
many t�mes around the Pruss�an’s body, wherever h�s contort�ons
would allow them to place �t, w�th such an affluence of loops and
knots that he had the appearance of be�ng enmeshed �n a g�gant�c
net. To h�s un�nterm�tt�ng outcr�es Ducat’s vo�ce responded: “Shut
your jaw!” and Cabasse s�lenced h�m more effectually by gagg�ng
h�m w�th an old blue handkerch�ef. Then, f�rst wa�t�ng a moment to
get the�r breath, they carr�ed h�m, an �nert mass, to the k�tchen and
depos�ted h�m upon the b�g table, bes�de the candle.

“Ah, the Pruss�an scum!” excla�med Sambuc, w�p�ng the sweat
from h�s forehead, “he gave us trouble enough! Say, S�lv�ne, l�ght



another candle, w�ll you, so we can get a good v�ew of the d——d
p�g and see what he looks l�ke.”

S�lv�ne arose, her w�de-d�lated eyes sh�n�ng br�ght from out her
colorless face. She spoke no word, but l�t another candle and came
and placed �t by Gol�ah’s head on the s�de oppos�te the other; he
produced the effect, thus br�ll�antly �llum�nated, of a corpse between
two mortuary tapers. And �n that br�ef moment the�r glances met; h�s
was the w�ld, agon�zed look of the suppl�cant whom h�s fears have
overmastered, but she affected not to understand, and w�thdrew to
the s�deboard, where she rema�ned stand�ng w�th her �cy, uny�eld�ng
a�r.

“The beast has nearly chewed my f�nger off,” growled Cabasse,
from whose hand blood was tr�ckl�ng. “I’m go�ng to spo�l h�s ugly mug
for h�m.”

He had taken the revolver from the floor and was hold�ng �t po�sed
by the barrel �n read�ness to str�ke, when Sambuc d�sarmed h�m.

“No, no! none of that. We are not murderers, we francs-t�reurs; we
are judges. Do you hear, you d�rty Pruss�an? we’re go�ng to try you;
and you need have no fear, your r�ghts shall be respected. We can’t
let you speak �n your own defense, for �f we should unmuzzle you
you would spl�t our ears w�th your bellow�ng, but I’ll see that you
have a lawyer presently, and a famous good one, too!”

He went and got three cha�rs and placed them �n a row, form�ng
what �t pleased h�m to call the court, he s�tt�ng �n the m�ddle w�th one
of h�s followers on e�ther hand. When all three were seated he arose
and commenced to speak, at f�rst �ron�cally ap�ng the grav�ty of the
mag�strate, but soon launch�ng �nto a t�rade of blood-th�rsty �nvect�ve.

“I have the honor to be at the same t�me Pres�dent of the Court
and Publ�c Prosecutor. That, I am aware, �s not str�ctly �n order, but
there are not enough of us to f�ll all the roles. I accuse you, therefore,
of enter�ng France to play the spy on us, recompens�ng us for our
hosp�tal�ty w�th the most abom�nable treason. It �s to you to whom we
are pr�nc�pally �ndebted for our recent d�sasters, for after the battle of
Nouart you gu�ded the Bavar�ans across the wood of D�eulet by n�ght
to Beaumont. No one but a man who had l�ved a long t�me �n the
country and was acqua�nted w�th every path and cross-road could



have done �t, and on th�s po�nt the conv�ct�on of the court �s
unalterable; you were seen conduct�ng the enemy’s art�llery over
roads that had become lakes of l�qu�d mud, where e�ght horses had
to be h�tched to a s�ngle gun to drag �t out of the slough. A person
look�ng at those roads would hes�tate to bel�eve that an army corps
could ever have passed over them. Had �t not been for you and your
cr�m�nal act�on �n settl�ng among us and betray�ng us the surpr�se of
Beaumont would have never been, we should not have been
compelled to retreat on Sedan, and perhaps �n the end we m�ght
have come off v�ctor�ous. I w�ll say noth�ng of the d�sgust�ng career
you have been pursu�ng s�nce then, com�ng here �n d�sgu�se,
terror�z�ng and denounc�ng the poor country people, so that they
tremble at the ment�on of your name. You have descended to a
depth of deprav�ty beyond wh�ch �t �s �mposs�ble to go, and I demand
from the court sentence of death.”

S�lence preva�led �n the room. He had resumed h�s seat, and
f�nally, r�s�ng aga�n, sa�d:

“I ass�gn Ducat to you as counsel for the defense. He has been
sher�ff’s off�cer, and m�ght have made h�s mark had �t not been for h�s
l�ttle weakness. You see that I deny you noth�ng; we are d�sposed to
treat you well.”

Gol�ah, who could not st�r a f�nger, bent h�s eyes on h�s �mprov�sed
defender. It was �n h�s eyes alone that ev�dence of l�fe rema�ned,
eyes that burned �ntensely w�th ardent suppl�cat�on under the ashy
brow, where the sweat of angu�sh stood �n b�g drops, notw�thstand�ng
the cold.

Ducat arose and commenced h�s plea. “Gentlemen, my cl�ent, to
tell the truth, �s the most no�some blackguard that I ever came across
�n my l�fe, and I should not have been w�ll�ng to appear �n h�s defense
had I not a m�t�gat�ng c�rcumstance to plead, to w�t: they are all that
way �n the country he came from. Look at h�m closely; you w�ll read
h�s aston�shment �n h�s eyes; he does not understand the grav�ty of
h�s offense. Here �n France we may employ sp�es, but no one would
touch one of them unless w�th a pa�r of p�ncers, wh�le �n that country
esp�onage �s cons�dered a h�ghly honorable career and an extremely
mer�tor�ous manner of serv�ng the state. I w�ll even go so far as to



say, gentlemen, that poss�bly they are not wrong; our noble
sent�ments do us honor, but they have also the d�sadvantage of
br�ng�ng us defeat. If I may venture to speak �n the language of
C�cero and V�rg�l, quos vult perdere Jup�ter dementat. You w�ll
understand the allus�on, gentlemen.”

And he took h�s seat aga�n, wh�le Sambuc resumed:
“And you, Cabasse, have you noth�ng to say e�ther for or aga�nst

the defendant?”
“All I have to say,” shouted the Provençal, “�s that we are wast�ng a

deal of breath �n settl�ng that scoundrel’s hash. I’ve had my l�ttle
troubles �n my l�fet�me, and plenty of ’em, but I don’t l�ke to see
people tr�fle w�th the affa�rs of the law; �t’s unlucky. Let h�m d�e, I say!”

Sambuc rose to h�s feet w�th an a�r of profound grav�ty.
“Th�s you both declare to be your verd�ct, then—death?”
“Yes, yes! death!”
The cha�rs were pushed back, he advanced to the table where

Gol�ah lay, say�ng:
“You have been tr�ed and sentenced; you are to d�e.”
The flame of the two candles rose about the�r unsnuffed w�cks and

fl�ckered �n the draught, cast�ng a f�tful, ghastly l�ght on Gol�ah’s
d�storted features. The f�erce efforts he made to scream for mercy, to
voc�ferate the words that were strangl�ng h�m, were such that the
handkerch�ef knotted across h�s mouth was drenched w�th spume,
and �t was a s�ght most horr�ble to see, that strong man reduced to
s�lence, vo�celess already as a corpse, about to d�e w�th that torrent
of excuse and entreaty pent �n h�s bosom.

Cabasse cocked the revolver. “Shall I let h�m have �t?” he asked.
“No, no!” Sambuc shouted �n reply; “he would be only too glad.”

And turn�ng to Gol�ah: “You are not a sold�er; you are not worthy of
the honor of qu�tt�ng the world w�th a bullet �n your head. No, you
shall d�e the death of a spy and the d�rty p�g that you are.”

He looked over h�s shoulder and pol�tely sa�d:
“S�lv�ne, �f �t’s not troubl�ng you too much, I would l�ke to have a

tub.”



Dur�ng the whole of the tr�al scene S�lv�ne had not moved a
muscle. She had stood �n an att�tude of wa�t�ng, w�th drawn, r�g�d
features, as �f m�nd and body had parted company, consc�ous of
noth�ng but the one f�xed �dea that had possessed her for the last
two days. And when she was asked for a tub she rece�ved the
request as a matter of course and proceeded at once to comply w�th
�t, d�sappear�ng �nto the adjo�n�ng shed, whence she returned w�th
the b�g tub �n wh�ch she washed Charlot’s l�nen.

“Hold on a m�nute! place �t under the table, close to the edge.”
She placed the vessel as d�rected, and as she rose to her feet her

eyes aga�n encountered Gol�ah’s. In the look of the poor wretch was
a supreme prayer for mercy, the revolt of the man who cannot bear
the thought of be�ng str�cken down �n the pr�de of h�s strength. But �n
that moment there was noth�ng of the woman left �n her; noth�ng but
the f�erce des�re for that death for wh�ch she had been wa�t�ng as a
del�verance. She retreated aga�n to the buffet, where she rema�ned
stand�ng �n s�lent expectat�on.

Sambuc opened the drawer of the table and took from �t a large
k�tchen kn�fe, the one that the household employed to sl�ce the�r
bacon.

“So, then, as you are a p�g, I am go�ng to st�ck you l�ke a p�g.”
He proceeded �n a very le�surely manner, d�scuss�ng w�th

Cabasse, and Ducat the proper method of conduct�ng the operat�on.
They even came near quarrel�ng, because Cabasse alleged that �n
Provence, the country he came from, they hung p�gs up by the heels
to st�ck them, at wh�ch Ducat expressed great �nd�gnat�on, declar�ng
that the method was a barbarous and �nconven�ent one.

“Br�ng h�m well forward to the edge of the table, h�s head over the
tub, so as to avo�d so�l�ng the floor.”

They drew h�m forward, and Sambuc went about h�s task �n a
tranqu�l, decent manner. W�th a s�ngle stroke of the keen kn�fe he sl�t
the throat crossw�se from ear to ear, and �mmed�ately the blood from
the severed carot�d artery commenced to dr�p, dr�p �nto the tub w�th
the gentle plash�ng of a founta�n. He had taken care not to make the
�nc�s�on too deep; only a few drops spurted from the wound, �mpelled
by the act�on of the heart. Death was the slower �n com�ng for that,



but no convuls�on was to be seen, for the cords were strong and the
body was utterly �ncapable of mot�on. There was no death-rattle, not
a qu�ver of the frame. On the face alone was ev�dence of the
supreme agony, on that terror-d�storted mask whence the blood
retreated drop by drop, leav�ng the sk�n colorless, w�th a wh�teness
l�ke that of l�nen. The express�on faded from the eyes; they became
d�m, the l�ght d�ed from out them.

“Say, S�lv�ne, we shall want a sponge, too.”
She made no reply, stand�ng r�veted to the floor �n an att�tude of

unconsc�ousness, her arms folded t�ghtly across her bosom, her
throat constr�cted as by the clutch of a ma�led hand, gaz�ng on the
horr�ble spectacle. Then all at once she perce�ved that Charlot was
there, grasp�ng her sk�rts w�th h�s l�ttle hands; he must have awaked
and managed to open the �nterven�ng doors, and no one had seen
h�m come steal�ng �n, ch�ldl�ke, cur�ous to know what was go�ng on.
How long had he been there, half-concealed beh�nd h�s mother?
From beneath h�s shock of yellow ha�r h�s b�g blue eyes were f�xed
on the tr�ckl�ng blood, the th�n red stream that l�ttle by l�ttle was f�ll�ng
the tub. Perhaps he had not understood at f�rst and had found
someth�ng d�vert�ng �n the s�ght, but suddenly he seemed to become
�nst�nct�vely aware of all the abom�nat�on of the th�ng; he gave
utterance to a sharp, startled cry:

“Oh, mammy! oh, mammy! I’m ’fra�d, take me away!”
It gave S�lv�ne a shock, so v�olent that �t convulsed her �n every

f�ber of her be�ng. It was the last straw; someth�ng seemed to g�ve
way �n her, the exc�tement that had susta�ned her for the last two
days wh�le under the dom�nat�on of her one f�xed �dea gave way to
horror. It was the resurrect�on of the dormant woman �n her; she
burst �nto tears, and w�th a frenz�ed movement caught Charlot up
and pressed h�m w�ldly to her heart. And she fled w�th h�m, runn�ng
w�th d�stracted terror, unable to see or hear more, consc�ous of but
one overmaster�ng need, to f�nd some secret spot, �t mattered not
where, �n wh�ch she m�ght cast herself upon the ground and seek
obl�v�on.

It was at th�s cr�s�s that Jean rose from h�s bed and, softly open�ng
h�s door, looked out �nto the passage. Although he generally gave



but small attent�on to the var�ous no�ses that reached h�m from the
farmhouse, the unusual act�v�ty that preva�led th�s even�ng, the
trampl�ng of feet, the shouts and cr�es, �n the end exc�ted h�s
cur�os�ty. And �t was to the ret�rement of h�s sequestered chamber
that S�lv�ne, sobb�ng and d�sheveled, came for shelter, her form
convulsed by such a storm of angu�sh that at f�rst he could not grasp
the mean�ng of the rambl�ng, �nart�culate words that fell from her
blanched l�ps. She kept constantly repeat�ng the same terr�f�ed
gesture, as �f to thrust from before her eyes some h�deous, haunt�ng
v�s�on. At last he understood, the ent�re abom�nable scene was
p�ctured clearly to h�s m�nd: the tra�torous ambush, the slaughter, the
mother, her l�ttle one cl�ng�ng to her sk�rts, watch�ng unmoved the
murdered father, whose l�fe-blood was slowly ebb�ng; and �t froze h�s
marrow—the peasant and the sold�er was s�ck at heart w�th
angu�shed horror. Ah, hateful, cruel war! that changed all those poor
folks to raven�ng wolves, bespatter�ng the ch�ld w�th the father’s
blood! An accursed sow�ng, to end �n a harvest of blood and tears!

Rest�ng on the cha�r where she had fallen, cover�ng w�th frant�c
k�sses l�ttle Charlot, who clung, sobb�ng, to her bosom, S�lv�ne
repeated aga�n and aga�n the one unvary�ng phrase, the cry of her
bleed�ng heart.

“Ah, my poor ch�ld, they w�ll no more say you are a Pruss�an! Ah,
my poor ch�ld, they w�ll no more say you are a Pruss�an!”

Meant�me Father Fouchard had returned and was �n the k�tchen.
He had come hammer�ng at the door w�th the author�ty of the master,
and there was noth�ng left to do but open to h�m. The surpr�se he
exper�enced was not exactly an agreeable one on behold�ng the
dead man outstretched on h�s table and the blood-f�lled tub beneath.
It followed naturally, h�s d�spos�t�on not be�ng of the m�ldest, that he
was very angry.

“You pack of rascally slovens! say, couldn’t you have gone
outdoors to do your d�rty work? Do you take my place for a
shambles, eh? com�ng here and ru�n�ng the furn�ture w�th such
go�ngs-on?” Then, as Sambuc endeavored to moll�fy h�m and expla�n
matters, the old fellow went on w�th a v�olence that was enhanced by
h�s fears: “And what do you suppose I am to do w�th the carcass,



pray? Do you cons�der �t a gentlemanly th�ng to do, to come to a
man’s house l�ke th�s and fo�st a st�ff off on h�m w�thout so much as
say�ng by your leave? Suppose a patrol should come along, what a
n�ce f�x I should be �n! but prec�ous l�ttle you fellows care whether I
get my neck stretched or not. Now l�sten: do you take that body at
once and carry �t away from here; �f you don’t, by G-d, you and I w�ll
have a settlement! You hear me; take �t by the head, take �t by the
heels, take �t any way you please, but get �t out of here and don’t let
there be a ha�r of �t rema�n�ng �n th�s room at the end of three
m�nutes from now!”

In the end Sambuc preva�led on Father Fouchard to let h�m have a
sack, although �t wrung the old m�ser’s heartstr�ngs to part w�th �t. He
selected one that was full of holes, remark�ng that anyth�ng was
good enough for a Pruss�an. Cabasse and Ducat had all the trouble
�n the world to get Gol�ah �nto �t; �t was too short and too narrow for
the long, broad body, and the feet protruded at �ts mouth. Then they
carr�ed the�r burden outs�de and placed �t on the wheelbarrow that
had served to convey to them the�r bread.

“You’ll not be troubled w�th h�m any more, I g�ve you my word of
honor!” declared Sambuc. “We’ll go and toss h�m �nto the Meuse.”

“Be sure and fasten a couple of b�g stones to h�s feet,”
recommended Fouchard, “so the lubber shan’t come up aga�n.”

And the l�ttle process�on, d�mly outl�ned aga�nst the wh�te waste of
snow, started and soon was bur�ed �n the blackness of the n�ght,
g�v�ng no sound save the fa�nt, pla�nt�ve creak�ng of the barrow.

In after days Sambuc swore by all that was good and holy he had
obeyed the old man’s d�rect�ons, but none the less the corpse came
to the surface and was d�scovered two days afterward by the
Pruss�ans among the weeds at Pont-Maug�s, and when they saw the
manner of the�r countryman’s murder, h�s throat sl�t l�ke a p�g, the�r
wrath and fury knew no bounds. The�r threats were terr�ble, and were
accompan�ed by dom�c�l�ary v�s�ts and annoyances of every k�nd.
Some of the v�llagers must have blabbed, for there came a party one
n�ght and arrested Father Fouchard and the Mayor of Rem�lly on the
charge of g�v�ng a�d and comfort to the francs-t�reurs, who were
man�festly the perpetrators of the cr�me. And Father Fouchard really



came out very strong under those untoward c�rcumstances,
exh�b�t�ng all the �mpassab�l�ty of a shrewd old peasant, who knew
the value of s�lence and a tranqu�l demeanor. He went w�th h�s
captors w�thout the least s�gn of perturbat�on, w�thout even ask�ng
them for an explanat�on. The truth would come out. In the country
roundabout �t was wh�spered that he had already made an enormous
fortune from the Pruss�ans, sacks and sacks of gold p�eces, that he
bur�ed away somewhere, one by one, as he rece�ved them.

All these stor�es were a terr�ble source of alarm to Henr�ette when
she came to hear of them. Jean, fear�ng he m�ght endanger the
safety of h�s hosts, was aga�n eager to get away, although the doctor
declared he was st�ll too weak, and she, saddened by the prospect
of the�r approach�ng separat�on, �ns�sted on h�s delay�ng h�s
departure for two weeks. At the t�me of Father Fouchard’s arrest
Jean had escaped a l�ke fate by h�d�ng �n the barn, but he was l�able
to be taken and led away capt�ve at any moment should there be
further searches made. She was also anx�ous as to her uncle’s fate,
and so she resolved one morn�ng to go to Sedan and see the
Delaherches, who had, �t was sa�d, a Pruss�an off�cer of great
�nfluence quartered �n the�r house.

“S�lv�ne,” she sa�d, as she was about to start, “take good care of
our pat�ent; see he has h�s bou�llon at noon and h�s med�c�ne at four
o’clock.”

The ma�d of all work, ever busy w�th her da�ly recurr�ng tasks, was
aga�n the subm�ss�ve and courageous woman she had been of old;
she had the care of the farm now, moreover, �n the absence of the
master, wh�le l�ttle Charlot was constantly at her heels, fr�sk�ng and
gambol�ng around her.

“Have no fear, madame, he shall want for noth�ng. I am here and
w�ll look out for h�m.”



VI.

L�fe had fallen back �nto someth�ng l�ke �ts accustomed rout�ne w�th
the Delaherches at the�r house �n the Rue Maqua after the terr�ble
shock of the cap�tulat�on, and for nearly four months the long days
had been slowly sl�pp�ng by under the depress�ng �nfluence of the
Pruss�an occupat�on.

There was one corner, however, of the �mmense structure that was
always closed, as �f �t had no occupant: �t was the chamber that
Colonel de V�neu�l st�ll cont�nued to �nhab�t, at the extreme end of the
su�te where the master and h�s fam�ly spent the�r da�ly l�fe. Wh�le the
other w�ndows were thrown open, afford�ng ev�dence by s�ght and
sound of the act�v�ty that preva�led w�th�n, those of that room were
dark and l�feless, the�r bl�nds �nvar�ably drawn. The colonel had
compla�ned that the dayl�ght hurt h�s eyes; no one knew whether or
not th�s was str�ctly true, but a lamp was kept burn�ng at h�s beds�de
day and n�ght to humor h�m �n h�s fancy. For two long months he had
kept h�s bed, although Major Bouroche asserted there was noth�ng
more ser�ous than a contus�on of the ankle and a fragment of bone
ch�pped away; the wound refused to heal and compl�cat�ons of
var�ous k�nds had ensued. He was able to get up now, but was �n
such a state of utter mental prostrat�on, h�s myster�ous a�lment had
taken such f�rm hold upon h�s system, that he was content to spend
h�s days �n �dleness, stretched on a lounge before a great wood f�re.
He had wasted away unt�l he was l�ttle more than a shadow, and st�ll
the phys�c�an who was attend�ng h�m could f�nd no les�on to account
for that l�nger�ng death. He was slowly fad�ng away, l�ke the flame of
a lamp �n wh�ch the supply of o�l �s g�v�ng out.

Mme. Delaherche, the mother, had �mmured herself there w�th h�m
on the day succeed�ng the occupat�on. No doubt they understood



each other, and had expressed �n two words, once for all, the�r
common purpose to seclude themselves �n that apartment so long as
there should be Pruss�ans quartered �n the house. They had afforded
compulsory hosp�tal�ty to many of the enemy for var�ous lengths of
t�me; one, a Capta�n, M. Gartlauben, was there st�ll, had taken up h�s
abode w�th them permanently. But never s�nce that f�rst day had
ment�on of those th�ngs passed the colonel’s and the old lady’s l�ps.
Notw�thstand�ng her seventy-e�ght years she was up every morn�ng
soon as �t was day and came and took her pos�t�on �n the fauteu�l
that was awa�t�ng her �n the ch�mney nook oppos�te her old fr�end.
There, by the steady, tranqu�l lampl�ght, she appl�ed herself
�ndustr�ously to kn�tt�ng socks for the ch�ldren of the poor, wh�le he,
h�s eyes f�xed on the crumbl�ng brands, w�th no occupat�on for body
or m�nd, was as one already dead, �n a state of constantly �ncreas�ng
stupor. They certa�nly d�d not exchange twenty words �n the course
of a day; whenever she, who st�ll cont�nued to go about the house at
�ntervals, �nvoluntar�ly allowed some b�t of news from the outer world
to escape her l�ps, he s�lenced her w�th a gesture, so that no t�d�ngs
of the s�ege of Par�s, the d�sasters on the Lo�re and all the da�ly
renewed horrors of the �nvas�on had ga�ned adm�ss�on there. But the
colonel m�ght stop h�s ears and shut out the l�ght of day as he would
�n h�s self-appo�nted tomb; the a�r he breathed must have brought
h�m through key-hole and crev�ces �ntell�gence of the calam�ty that
was everywhere throughout the land, for every new day beheld h�m
s�nk�ng, slowly dy�ng, desp�te h�s determ�nat�on not to know the ev�l
news.

Wh�le matters were �n th�s cond�t�on at one end of the house
Delaherche, who was never contented unless occup�ed, was bustl�ng
about and mak�ng attempts to start up h�s bus�ness once more, but
what w�th the d�sordered cond�t�on of the labor market and the
pecun�ary embarrassment of many among h�s customers, he had so
far only put a few looms �n mot�on. Then �t occurred to h�m, as a
means of k�ll�ng the t�me that hung heavy on h�s hands, to make a
complete �nventory of h�s bus�ness and perfect certa�n changes and
�mprovements that he had long had �n m�nd. To ass�st h�m �n h�s
labors he had just then at h�s d�sposal a young man, the son of an
old bus�ness acqua�ntance, who had dr�fted �n on h�m after the battle.



Edmond Lagarde, who, although he was twenty-three years old,
would not have been taken for more than e�ghteen, had grown to
man’s estate �n h�s father’s l�ttle dry-goods shop at Passy; he was a
sergeant �n the 5th l�ne reg�ment and had fought w�th great bravery
throughout the campa�gn, so much so that he had been knocked
over near the M�n�l gate about f�ve o’clock, when the battle was
v�rtually ended, h�s left arm shattered by one of the last shots f�red
that day, and Delaherche, when the other wounded were removed
from the �mprov�sed ambulance �n the dry�ng room, had good-
naturedly rece�ved h�m as an �nmate of h�s house. It was under these
c�rcumstances that Edmond was now one of the fam�ly, hav�ng an
apartment �n the house and tak�ng h�s meals at the common table,
and, now that h�s wound was healed, act�ng as a sort of secretary to
the manufacturer wh�le wa�t�ng for a chance to get back to Par�s. He
had s�gned a parole b�nd�ng h�mself not to attempt to leave the c�ty,
and ow�ng to th�s and to h�s protector’s �nfluence the Pruss�an
author�t�es d�d not �nterfere w�th h�m. He was fa�r, w�th blue eyes, and
pretty as a woman; so t�m�d w�thal that h�s face assumed a beaut�ful
hue of rosy red whenever anyone spoke to h�m. He had been h�s
mother’s darl�ng; she had �mpover�shed herself, expend�ng all the
prof�ts of the�r l�ttle bus�ness to send h�m to college. And he adored
Par�s and bewa�led h�s compulsory absence from �t when talk�ng to
G�lberte, d�d th�s wounded cherub, whom the young woman had
d�splayed great good-fellowsh�p �n nurs�ng.

F�nally, the�r household had rece�ved another add�t�on �n the
person of M. de Gartlauben, a capta�n �n the German landwehr,
whose reg�ment had been sent to Sedan to supply the place of
troops d�spatched to serv�ce �n the f�eld. He was a personage of
�mportance, notw�thstand�ng h�s comparat�vely modest rank, for he
was nephew to the governor-general, who, from h�s headquarters at
Rhe�ms, exerc�sed unl�m�ted power over all the d�str�ct. He, too,
pr�ded h�mself on hav�ng l�ved at Par�s, and se�zed every occas�on
ostentat�ously to show he was not �gnorant of �ts pleasures and
ref�nements; conceal�ng beneath th�s f�lm of varn�sh h�s �nborn
rust�c�ty, he assumed as well as he was able the pol�sh of one
accustomed to good soc�ety. H�s tall, portly form was always t�ghtly
buttoned �n a close-f�tt�ng un�form, and he l�ed outrageously about h�s



age, never be�ng able to br�ng h�mself to own up to h�s forty-f�ve
years. Had he had more �ntell�gence he m�ght have made h�mself an
object of greater dread, but as �t was h�s over-ween�ng van�ty, kept
h�m �n a cont�nual state of sat�sfact�on w�th h�mself, for never could
such a th�ng have entered h�s m�nd as that anyone could dare to
r�d�cule h�m.

At a subsequent per�od he rendered Delaherche serv�ces that
were of �nest�mable value. But what days of terror and d�stress were
those that followed upon the heels of the cap�tulat�on! the c�ty,
overrun w�th German sold�ery, trembled �n momentary dread of
p�llage and conflagrat�on. Then the arm�es of the v�ctors streamed
away toward the valley of the Se�ne, leav�ng beh�nd them only
suff�c�ent men to form a garr�son, and the qu�et that settled upon the
place was that of a necropol�s: the houses all closed, the shops shut,
the streets deserted as soon as n�ght closed �n, the s�lence unbroken
save for the hoarse cr�es and heavy tramp of the patrols. No letters
or newspapers reached them from the outs�de world; Sedan was
become a dungeon, where the �mmured c�t�zens wa�ted �n agon�zed
suspense for the t�d�ngs of d�saster w�th wh�ch the a�r was �nst�nct. To
render the�r m�sery complete they were threatened w�th fam�ne; the
c�ty awoke one morn�ng from �ts slumbers to f�nd �tself dest�tute of
bread and meat and the country roundabout str�pped naked, as �f a
devour�ng swarm of locusts had passed that way, by the hundreds of
thousands of men who for a week past had been pour�ng along �ts
roads and across �ts f�elds �n a devastat�ng torrent. There were
prov�s�ons only for two days, and the author�t�es were compelled to
apply to Belg�um for rel�ef; all suppl�es now came from the�r
ne�ghbors across the front�er, whence the customs guards had
d�sappeared, swept away l�ke all else �n the general cataclysm.
F�nally there were never-end�ng vexat�ons and annoyances, a
confl�ct that commenced to rage afresh each morn�ng between the
Pruss�an governor and h�s underl�ngs, quartered at the Sous-
Prefecture, and the Mun�c�pal Counc�l, wh�ch was �n permanent
sess�on at the Hôtel de V�lle. It was all �n va�n that the c�ty fathers
fought l�ke heroes, d�scuss�ng, object�ng, protest�ng, contest�ng the
ground �nch by �nch; the �nhab�tants had to succumb to the exact�ons



that constantly became more burdensome, to the wh�ms and
unreasonableness of the stronger.

In the beg�nn�ng Delaherche suffered great tr�bulat�on from the
off�cers and sold�ers who were b�lleted on h�m. It seemed as �f
representat�ves from every nat�onal�ty on the face of the globe
presented themselves at h�s door, p�pe �n mouth. Not a day passed
but there came tumbl�ng �n upon the c�ty two or three thousand men,
horse, foot and dragoons, and although they were by r�ghts ent�tled
to noth�ng more than shelter and f�r�ng, �t was often found exped�ent
to send out �n haste and get them prov�s�ons. The rooms they
occup�ed were left �n a shock�ngly f�lthy cond�t�on. It was not an
�nfrequent occurrence that the off�cers came �n drunk and made
themselves even more obnox�ous than the�r men. Such str�ct
d�sc�pl�ne was ma�nta�ned, however, that �nstances of v�olence and
maraud�ng were rare; �n all Sedan there were but two cases reported
of outrages comm�tted on women. It was not unt�l a later per�od,
when Par�s d�splayed such stubbornness �n her res�stance, that,
exasperated by the length to wh�ch the struggle was protracted,
alarmed by the att�tude of the prov�nces and fear�ng a general r�s�ng
of the populace, the savage war wh�ch the francs-t�reurs had
�naugurated, they la�d the full we�ght of the�r heavy hand upon the
suffer�ng people.

Delaherche had just had an exper�ence w�th a lodger who had
been quartered on h�m, a capta�n of cu�rass�ers, who made a
pract�ce of go�ng to bed w�th h�s boots on and when he went away
left h�s apartment �n an unment�onably f�lthy cond�t�on, when �n the
last half of September Capta�n de Gartlauben came to h�s door one
even�ng when �t was ra�n�ng �n torrents. The f�rst hour he was there
d�d not prom�se well for the pleasantness of the�r future relat�ons; he
carr�ed matters w�th a h�gh hand, �ns�st�ng that he should be g�ven
the best bedroom, tra�l�ng the scabbard of h�s sword no�s�ly up the
marble sta�rcase; but encounter�ng G�lberte �n the corr�dor he drew �n
h�s horns, bowed pol�tely, and passed st�ffly on. He was courted w�th
great obsequ�ousness, for everyone was well aware that a word from
h�m to the colonel command�ng the post of Sedan would suff�ce to
m�t�gate a requ�s�t�on or secure the release of a fr�end or relat�ve. It
was not very long s�nce h�s uncle, the governor-general at Rhe�ms,



had promulgated a part�cularly detestable and cold-blooded order,
procla�m�ng mart�al law and decree�ng the penalty of death to
whomsoever should g�ve a�d and comfort to the enemy, whether by
act�ng for them as a spy, by lead�ng astray German troops that had
been entrusted to the�r gu�dance, by destroy�ng br�dges and art�llery,
or by damag�ng the ra�lroads and telegraph l�nes. The enemy meant
the French, of course, and the c�t�zens scowled and �nvoluntar�ly
doubled the�r f�sts as they read the great wh�te placard na�led aga�nst
the door of post headquarters wh�ch attr�buted to them as a cr�me
the�r best and most sacred asp�rat�ons. It was so hard, too, to have
to rece�ve the�r �ntell�gence of German v�ctor�es through the cheer�ng
of the garr�son! Hardly a day passed over the�r heads that they were
spared th�s b�tter hum�l�at�on; the sold�ers would l�ght great f�res and
s�t around them, feast�ng and dr�nk�ng all n�ght long, wh�le the
townspeople, who were not allowed to be �n the streets after n�ne
o’clock, l�stened to the tumult from the depths of the�r darkened
houses, crazed w�th suspense, wonder�ng what new catastrophe had
befallen. It was on one of these occas�ons, somewhere about the
m�ddle of October, that M. de Gartlauben for the f�rst t�me proved
h�mself to be possessed of some del�cacy of feel�ng. Sedan had
been jub�lant all that day w�th renewed hopes, for there was a rumor
that the army of the Lo�re, then march�ng to the rel�ef of Par�s, had
ga�ned a great v�ctory; but how many t�mes before had the best of
news been converted �nto t�d�ngs of d�saster! and sure enough, early
�n the even�ng �t became known for certa�n that the Bavar�ans had
taken Orleans. Some sold�ers had collected �n a house across the
way from the factory �n the Rue Maqua, and were so bo�sterous �n
the�r rejo�c�ngs that the Capta�n, not�c�ng G�lberte’s annoyance, went
and s�lenced them, remark�ng that he h�mself thought the�r uproar �ll-
t�med.

Toward the close of the month M. de Gartlauben was �n pos�t�on to
render some further tr�fl�ng serv�ces. The Pruss�an author�t�es, �n the
course of sundry adm�n�strat�ve reforms �naugurated by them, had
appo�nted a German Sous-Prefect, and although th�s step d�d not put
an end to the exact�ons to wh�ch the c�ty was subjected, the new
off�c�al showed h�mself to be comparat�vely reasonable. One of the
most frequent among the causes of d�fference that were constantly



spr�ng�ng up between the off�cers of the post and the mun�c�pal
counc�l was that wh�ch arose from the custom of requ�s�t�on�ng
carr�ages for the use of the staff, and there was a great hullaballoo
ra�sed one morn�ng that Delaherche fa�led to send h�s caleche and
pa�r to the Sous-Prefecture: the mayor was arrested and the
manufacturer would have gone to keep h�m company up �n the
c�tadel had �t not been for M. de Gartlauben, who promptly quelled
the r�s�ng storm. Another day he secured a stay of proceed�ngs for
the c�ty, wh�ch had been mulcted �n the sum of th�rty thousand francs
to pun�sh �t for �ts alleged d�lator�ness �n rebu�ld�ng the br�dge of
V�llette, a br�dge that the Pruss�ans themselves had destroyed: a
d�sastrous p�ece of bus�ness that was near be�ng the ru�n of Sedan.
It was after the surrender at Metz, however, that Delaherche
contracted h�s ma�n debt of grat�tude to h�s guest. The terr�ble news
burst on the c�t�zens l�ke a thunderclap, dash�ng to the ground all
the�r rema�n�ng hopes, and early �n the ensu�ng week the streets
aga�n began to be encumbered w�th the countless hosts of the
German forces, stream�ng down from the conquered fortress: the
army of Pr�nce Freder�ck Charles mov�ng on the Lo�re, that of
General Manteuffel, whose dest�nat�on was Am�ens and Rouen, and
other corps on the march to re�nforce the bes�egers before Par�s. For
several days the houses were full to overflow�ng w�th sold�ers, the
butchers’ and bakers’ shops were swept clean, to the last bone, to
the last crumb; the streets were pervaded by a greasy, tallowy odor,
as after the passage of the great m�gratory bands of olden t�mes.
The bu�ld�ngs �n the Rue Maqua, protected by a fr�endly �nfluence,
escaped the devastat�ng �rrupt�on, and were only called on to g�ve
shelter to a few of the leaders, men of educat�on and ref�nement.

Ow�ng to these c�rcumstances, Delaherche at last began to lay
as�de h�s frost�ness of manner. As a general th�ng the bourgeo�s
fam�l�es shut themselves �n the�r apartments and avo�ded all
commun�cat�on w�th the off�cers who were b�lleted on them; but to
h�m, who was of a soc�able nature and l�ked to extract from l�fe what
enjoyment �t had to offer, th�s enforced sulk�ness �n the end became
unbearable. H�s great, s�lent house, where the �nmates l�ved apart
from one another �n a ch�ll atmosphere of d�strust and mutual d�sl�ke,
damped h�s sp�r�ts terr�bly. He began by stopp�ng M. de Gartlauben



on the sta�rs one day to thank h�m for h�s favors, and thus by
degrees �t became a regular hab�t w�th the two men to exchange a
few words when they met. The result was that one even�ng the
Pruss�an capta�n found h�mself seated �n h�s host’s study before the
f�replace where some great oak logs were blaz�ng, smok�ng a c�gar
and am�cably d�scuss�ng the news of the day. For the f�rst two weeks
of the�r new �nt�macy G�lberte d�d not make her appearance �n the
room; he affected to �gnore her ex�stence, although, at every fa�ntest
sound, h�s glance would be d�rected expectantly upon the door of the
connect�ng apartment. It seemed to be h�s object to keep h�s pos�t�on
as an enemy as much as poss�ble �n the background, try�ng to show
he was not narrow-m�nded or a b�goted patr�ot, laugh�ng and jok�ng
pleasantly over certa�n rather r�d�culous requ�s�t�ons. For example, a
demand was made one day for a coff�n and a shroud; that shroud
and coff�n afforded h�m no end of amusement. As regarded other
th�ngs, such as coal, o�l, m�lk, sugar, butter, bread, meat, to say
noth�ng of cloth�ng, stoves and lamps—all the necessar�es of da�ly
l�fe, �n a word—he shrugged h�s shoulders: mon D�eu! what would
you have? No doubt �t was vexat�ous; he was even w�ll�ng to adm�t
that the�r demands were excess�ve, but that was how �t was �n war
t�mes; they had to keep themselves al�ve �n the enemy’s country.
Delaherche, who was very sore over these �ncessant requ�s�t�ons,
expressed h�s op�n�on of them w�th frankness, pull�ng them to p�eces
merc�lessly at the�r n�ghtly confabs, �n much the same way as he
m�ght have cr�t�c�sed the cook’s k�tchen accounts. On only one
occas�on d�d the�r d�scuss�on become at all acr�mon�ous, and that
was �n relat�on to the �mpost of a m�ll�on francs that the Pruss�an
préfet at Rethel had lev�ed on the department of the Ardennes, the
alleged pretense of wh�ch was to �ndemn�fy Germany for damages
caused by French sh�ps of war and by the expuls�on of Germans
dom�c�led �n French terr�tory. Sedan’s proport�onate share of the
assessment was forty-two thousand francs. And he labored
strenuously w�th h�s v�s�tor to conv�nce h�m of the �n�qu�ty of the
�mpos�t�on; the c�ty was d�fferently c�rcumstanced from the other
towns, �t had had more than �ts share of affl�ct�on, and should not be
burdened w�th that new exact�on. The pa�r always came out of the�r
d�scuss�ons better fr�ends than when they went �n; one del�ghted to



have had an opportun�ty of hear�ng h�mself talk, the other pleased
w�th h�mself for hav�ng d�splayed a truly Par�s�an urban�ty.

One even�ng G�lberte came �nto the room, w�th her a�r of
thoughtless gayety. She paused at the threshold, affect�ng
embarrassment. M. de Gartlauben rose, and w�th much tact
presently w�thdrew, but on repeat�ng h�s v�s�t the follow�ng even�ng
and f�nd�ng G�lberte there aga�n, he settled h�mself �n h�s usual seat
�n the ch�mney-corner. It was the commencement of a success�on of
del�ghtful even�ngs that they passed together �n the study of the
master of the house, not �n the draw�ng-room—where�n lay a n�ce
d�st�nct�on. And at a later per�od when, y�eld�ng to the�r guest’s
entreat�es, the young woman consented to play for h�m, she d�d not
�nv�te h�m to the salon, but entered the room alone, leav�ng the
commun�cat�ng door open. In those b�tter w�nter even�ngs the old
oaks of the Ardennes gave out a grateful warmth from the depths of
the great cavernous f�replace; there was a cup of fragrant tea for
them about ten o’clock; they laughed and chatted �n the comfortable,
br�ght room. And �t d�d not requ�re extra powers of v�s�on to see that
M. de Gartlauben was rap�dly fall�ng head over ears �n love w�th that
spr�ghtly young woman, who fl�rted w�th h�m as audac�ously as she
had fl�rted �n former days at Charlev�lle w�th Capta�n Beaudo�n’s
fr�ends. He began to pay �ncreased attent�on to h�s person, d�splayed
a gallantry that verged on the fantast�c, was ra�sed to the p�nnacle of
bl�ss by the most tr�fl�ng favor, tormented by the one ever-present
anx�ety not to appear a barbar�an �n her eyes, a rude sold�er who d�d
not know the ways of women.

And thus �t was that �n the b�g, gloomy house �n the Rue Maqua a
twofold l�fe went on. Wh�le at meal-t�mes Edmond, the wounded
cherub w�th the pretty face, lent a l�sten�ng ear to Delaherche’s
unceas�ng chatter, blush�ng �f ever G�lberte asked h�m to pass her
the salt, wh�le at even�ng M. de Gartlauben, seated �n the study, w�th
eyes upturned �n s�lent ecstasy, l�stened to a sonata by Mozart
performed for h�s benef�t by the young woman �n the adjo�n�ng
draw�ng-room, a st�llness as of death cont�nued to pervade the
apartment where Colonel de V�neu�l and Madame Delaherche spent
the�r days, the bl�nds t�ght drawn, the lamp cont�nually burn�ng, l�ke a
vot�ve candle �llum�nat�ng a tomb. December had come and wrapped



the c�ty �n a w�nd�ng-sheet of snow; the cruel news seemed all the
b�tterer for the p�erc�ng cold. After General Ducrot’s repulse at
Champ�gny, after the loss of Orleans, there was left but one dark,
sullen hope: that the so�l of France m�ght avenge the�r defeat,
exterm�nate and swallow up the v�ctors. Let the snow fall th�cker and
th�cker st�ll, let the earth’s crust crack and open under the b�t�ng frost,
that �n �t the ent�re German nat�on m�ght f�nd a grave! And there
came another sorrow to wr�ng poor Madame Delaherche’s heart.
One n�ght when her son was from home, hav�ng been suddenly
called away to Belg�um on bus�ness, chanc�ng to pass G�lberte’s
door she heard w�th�n a low murmur of vo�ces and smothered
laughter. D�sgusted and s�ck at heart she returned to her own room,
where her horror of the abom�nable th�ng she suspected the
ex�stence of would not let her sleep: �t could have been none other
but the Pruss�an whose vo�ce she heard; she had thought she had
not�ced glances of �ntell�gence pass�ng; she was prostrated by th�s
supreme d�sgrace. Ah, that woman, that abandoned woman, whom
her son had �ns�sted on br�ng�ng to the house desp�te her commands
and prayers, whom she had forg�ven, by her s�lence, after Capta�n
Beaudo�n’s death! And now the th�ng was repeated, and th�s t�me the
�nfamy was even worse. What was she to do? Such an enorm�ty
must not go unpun�shed beneath her roof. Her m�nd was torn by the
confl�ct that raged there, �n her uncerta�nty as to the course she
should pursue. The colonel, des�r�ng to know noth�ng of what
occurred outs�de h�s room, always checked her w�th a gesture when
he thought she was about to g�ve h�m any p�ece of news, and she
had sa�d noth�ng to h�m of the matter that had caused her such
suffer�ng; but on those days when she came to h�m w�th tears
stand�ng �n her eyes and sat for hours �n mournful s�lence, he would
look at her and say to h�mself that France had susta�ned yet another
defeat.

Th�s was the cond�t�on of affa�rs �n the house �n the Rue Maqua
when Henr�ette dropped �n there one morn�ng to endeavor to secure
Delaherche’s �nfluence �n favor of Father Fouchard. She had heard
people speak, sm�l�ng s�gn�f�cantly as they d�d so, of the serv�tude to
wh�ch G�lberte had reduced Capta�n de Gartlauben; she was,
therefore, somewhat embarrassed when she encountered old



Madame Delaherche, to whom she thought �t her duty to expla�n the
object of her v�s�t, ascend�ng the great sta�rcase on her way to the
colonel’s apartment.

“Dear madame, �t would be so k�nd of you to ass�st us! My uncle �s
�n great danger; they talk of send�ng h�m away to Germany.”

The old lady, although she had a s�ncere affect�on for Henr�ette,
could scarce conceal her anger as she repl�ed:

“I am powerless to help you, my ch�ld; you should not apply to
me.” And she cont�nued, notw�thstand�ng the ag�tat�on on the other’s
face: “You have selected an unfortunate moment for your v�s�t; my
son has to go to Belg�um to-n�ght. Bes�des, he could not have helped
you; he has no more �nfluence than I have. Go to my daughter-�n-
law; she �s all powerful.”

And she passed on toward the colonel’s room, leav�ng Henr�ette
d�stressed to have unw�tt�ngly �nvolved herself �n a fam�ly drama.
W�th�n the last twenty-four hours Madame Delaherche had made up
her m�nd to lay the whole matter before her son before h�s departure
for Belg�um, wh�ther he was go�ng to negot�ate a large purchase of
coal to enable h�m to put some of h�s �dle looms �n mot�on. She could
not endure the thought that the abom�nable th�ng should be repeated
beneath her eyes wh�le he was absent, and was only wa�t�ng to
make sure he would not defer h�s departure unt�l some other day, as
he had been do�ng all the past week. It was a terr�ble th�ng to
contemplate: the wreck of her son’s happ�ness, the Pruss�an
d�sgraced and dr�ven from the�r doors, the w�fe, too, thrust forth upon
the street and her name �gnom�n�ously placarded on the walls, as
had been threatened would be done w�th any woman who should
d�shonor herself w�th a German.

G�lberte gave a l�ttle scream of del�ght on behold�ng Henr�ette.
“Ah, how glad I am to see you! It seems an age s�nce we met, and

one grows old so fast �n the m�dst of all these horrors!” Thus runn�ng
on she dragged her fr�end to her bedroom, where she seated her on
the lounge and snuggled down close bes�de her. “Come, take off
your th�ngs; you must stay and breakfast w�th us. But f�rst we’ll talk a
b�t; you must have such lots and lots of th�ngs to tell me! I know that
you are w�thout news of your brother. Ah, that poor Maur�ce, how I



p�ty h�m, shut up �n Par�s, w�th no gas, no wood, no bread, perhaps!
And that young man whom you have been nurs�ng, that fr�end of
your brother’s—oh! a l�ttle b�rd has told me all about �t—�sn’t �t for h�s
sake you are here to-day?”

Henr�ette’s consc�ence smote her, and she d�d not answer. Was �t
not really for Jean’s sake that she had come, �n order that, the old
uncle be�ng released, the �nval�d, who had grown so dear to her,
m�ght have no further cause for alarm? It d�stressed her to hear h�s
name ment�oned by G�lberte; she could not endure the thought of
enl�st�ng �n h�s favor an �nfluence that was of so amb�guous a
character. Her �nbred scruples of a pure, honest woman made
themselves felt, now �t seemed to her that the rumors of a l�a�son
w�th the Pruss�an capta�n had some foundat�on.

“Then I’m to understand that �t’s �n behalf of th�s young man that
you come to us for ass�stance?” G�lberte �ns�stently went on, as �f
enjoy�ng her fr�end’s d�scomf�ture. And as the latter, cornered and
unable to ma�nta�n s�lence longer, f�nally spoke of Father Fouchard’s
arrest: “Why, to be sure! What a s�lly th�ng I am—and I was talk�ng of
�t only th�s morn�ng! You d�d well �n com�ng to us, my dear; we must
go about your uncle’s affa�r at once and see what we can do for h�m,
for the last news I had was not reassur�ng. They are on the lookout
for someone of whom to make an example.”

“Yes, I have had you �n m�nd all along,” Henr�ette hes�tat�ngly
repl�ed. “I thought you m�ght be w�ll�ng to ass�st me w�th your adv�ce,
perhaps w�th someth�ng more substant�al—”

The young woman laughed merr�ly. “You l�ttle goose, I’ll have your
uncle released �ns�de three days. Don’t you know that I have a
Pruss�an capta�n here �n the house who stands ready to obey my
every order? Understand, he can refuse me noth�ng!” And she
laughed more heart�ly than ever, �n the g�ddy, thoughtless tr�umph of
her coquett�sh nature, hold�ng �n her own and patt�ng the hands of
her fr�end, who was so uncomfortable that she could not f�nd words
�n wh�ch to express her thanks, horr�f�ed by the avowal that was
�mpl�ed �n what she had just heard. But how to account for such
seren�ty, such ch�ldl�ke gayety? “Leave �t to me; I’ll send you home
to-n�ght w�th a m�nd at rest.”



When they passed �nto the d�n�ng room Henr�ette was struck by
Edmond’s del�cate beauty, never hav�ng seen h�m before. She eyed
h�m w�th the pleasure she would have felt �n look�ng at a pretty toy.
Could �t be poss�ble that that boy had served �n the army? and how
could they have been so cruel as to break h�s arm? The story of h�s
gallantry �n the f�eld made h�m even more �nterest�ng st�ll, and
Delaherche, who had rece�ved Henr�ette w�th the cord�al�ty of a man
to whom the s�ght of a new face �s a godsend, wh�le the servants
were hand�ng round the cutlets and the potatoes cooked �n the�r
jackets, never seemed to t�re of eulog�z�ng h�s secretary, who was as
�ndustr�ous and well behaved as he was handsome. They made a
very pleasant and homel�ke p�cture, the four, thus seated around the
br�ght table �n the snug, warm d�n�ng room.

“So you want us to �nterest ourselves �n Father Fouchard’s case,
and �t’s to that we owe the pleasure of your v�s�t, eh?” sa�d the
manufacturer. “I’m extremely sorry that I have to go away to-n�ght,
but my w�fe w�ll set th�ngs stra�ght for you �n a j�ffy; there’s no
res�st�ng her, she has only to ask for a th�ng to get �t.” He laughed as
he concluded h�s speech, wh�ch was uttered �n perfect s�mpl�c�ty of
soul, ev�dently pleased and flattered that h�s w�fe possessed such
�nfluence, �n wh�ch he shone w�th a k�nd of reflected glory. Then
turn�ng suddenly to her: “By the way, my dear, has Edmond told you
of h�s great d�scovery?”

“No; what d�scovery?” asked G�lberte, turn�ng her pretty caress�ng
eyes full on the young sergeant.

The cherub blushed whenever a woman looked at h�m �n that way,
as �f the exqu�s�teness of h�s sensat�ons was too much for h�m. “It’s
noth�ng, madame; only a b�t of old lace; I heard you say�ng the other
day you wanted some to put on your mauve pe�gno�r. I happened
yesterday to come across f�ve yards of old Bruges po�nt, someth�ng
really handsome and very cheap. The woman w�ll be here presently
to show �t to you.”

She could have k�ssed h�m, so del�ghted was she. “Oh, how n�ce
of you! You shall have your reward.”

Then, wh�le a terr�ne of fo�e-gras, purchased �n Belg�um, was
be�ng served, the conversat�on took another turn; dwell�ng for an



�nstant on the quant�t�es of f�sh that were dy�ng of po�son �n the
Meuse, and f�nally com�ng around to the subject of the pest�lence
that menaced Sedan when there should be a thaw. Even as early as
November, there had been several cases of d�sease of an ep�dem�c
character. S�x thousand francs had been expended after the battle �n
cleans�ng the c�ty and collect�ng and burn�ng cloth�ng, knapsacks,
haversacks, all the debr�s that was capable of harbor�ng �nfect�on;
but, for all that, the surround�ng f�elds cont�nued to exhale s�cken�ng
odors whenever there came a day or two of warmer weather, so
replete were they w�th half-bur�ed corpses, covered only w�th a few
�nches of loose earth. In every d�rect�on the ground was dotted w�th
graves; the so�l cracked and spl�t �n obed�ence to the forces act�ng
beneath �ts surface, and from the f�ssures thus formed the gases of
putrefact�on �ssued to po�son the l�v�ng. In those more recent days,
moreover, another center of contam�nat�on had been d�scovered, the
Meuse, although there had already been removed from �t the bod�es
of more than twelve hundred dead horses. It was generally bel�eved
that there were no more human rema�ns left �n the stream, unt�l, one
day, a garde champetre, look�ng attent�vely down �nto the water
where �t was some s�x feet deep, d�scovered some objects
gl�mmer�ng at the bottom, that at f�rst he took for stones; but they
proved to be corpses of men, that had been mut�lated �n such a
manner as to prevent the gas from accumulat�ng �n the cav�t�es of
the body and hence had been kept from r�s�ng to the surface. For
near four months they had been ly�ng there �n the water among the
eel-grass. When grappled for the �rons brought them up �n
fragments, a head, an arm, or a leg at a t�me; at t�mes the force of
the current would suff�ce to detach a hand or foot and send �t roll�ng
down the stream. Great bubbles of gas rose to the surface and burst,
st�ll further empo�son�ng the a�r.

“We shall get along well enough as long as the cold weather
lasts,” remarked Delaherche, “but as soon as the snow �s off the
ground we shall have to go to work �n earnest to abate the nu�sance;
�f we don’t we shall be want�ng graves for ourselves.” And when h�s
w�fe laugh�ngly asked h�m �f he could not f�nd some more agreeable
subject to talk about at the table, he concluded by say�ng: “Well, �t



w�ll be a long t�me before any of us w�ll care to eat any f�sh out of the
Meuse.”

They had f�n�shed the�r repast, and the coffee was be�ng poured,
when the ma�d came to the door and announced that M. de
Gartlauben presented h�s compl�ments and wanted to know �f he
m�ght be allowed to see them for a moment. There was a sl�ght
flutter of exc�tement, for �t was the f�rst t�me he had ever presented
h�mself at that hour of the day. Delaherche, see�ng �n the
c�rcumstance a favorable opportun�ty for present�ng Henr�ette to h�m,
gave orders that he should be �ntroduced at once. The doughty
capta�n, when he beheld another young woman �n the room,
surpassed h�mself �n pol�teness, even accept�ng a cup of coffee,
wh�ch he took w�thout sugar, as he had seen many people do at
Par�s. He had only asked to be rece�ved at that unusual hour, he
sa�d, that he m�ght tell Madame he had succeeded �n obta�n�ng the
pardon of one of her proteges, a poor operat�ve �n the factory who
had been arrested on account of a squabble w�th a Pruss�an. And
G�lberte thereon se�zed the opportun�ty to ment�on Father
Fouchard’s case.

“Capta�n, I w�sh to make you acqua�nted w�th one of my dearest
fr�ends, who des�res to place herself under your protect�on. She �s
the n�ece of the farmer who was arrested lately at Rem�lly, as you
are aware, for be�ng m�xed up w�th that bus�ness of the francs-
t�reurs.”

“Yes, yes, I know; the affa�r of the spy, the poor fellow who was
found �n a sack w�th h�s throat cut. It’s a bad bus�ness, a very bad
bus�ness. I am afra�d I shall not be able to do anyth�ng.”

“Oh, Capta�n, don’t say that! I should cons�der �t such a favor!”
There was a caress �n the look she cast on h�m, wh�le he beamed

w�th sat�sfact�on, bow�ng h�s head �n gallant obed�ence. Her w�sh was
h�s law!

“You would have all my grat�tude, s�r,” fa�ntly murmured Henr�ette,
to whose memory suddenly rose the �mage of her husband, her dear
We�ss, slaughtered down yonder at Baze�lles, f�ll�ng her w�th
�nv�nc�ble repugnance.



Edmond, who had d�screetly taken h�mself off on the arr�val of the
capta�n, now reappeared and wh�spered someth�ng �n G�lberte’s ear.
She rose qu�ckly from the table, and, announc�ng to the company
that she was go�ng to �nspect her lace, excused herself and followed
the young man from the room. Henr�ette, thus left alone w�th the two
men, went and took a seat by herself �n the embrasure of a w�ndow,
wh�le they rema�ned seated at the table and went on talk�ng �n a loud
tone.

“Capta�n, you’ll have a pet�t verre w�th me. You see I don’t stand
on ceremony w�th you; I say whatever comes �nto my head, because
I know you to be a fa�r-m�nded man. Now I tell you your préfet �s all
wrong �n try�ng to extort those forty-two thousand francs from the
c�ty. Just th�nk once of all our losses s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the war.
In the f�rst place, before the battle, we had the ent�re French army on
our hands, a set of ragged, hungry, exhausted men; and then along
came your rascals, and the�r appet�tes were not so very poor, e�ther.
The passage of those troops through the place, what w�th
requ�s�t�ons, repa�r�ng damages and expenses of all sorts, stood us
�n a m�ll�on and a half. Add as much more for the destruct�on caused
by your art�llery and by conflagrat�on dur�ng the battle; there you
have three m�ll�ons. F�nally, I am well w�th�n bounds �n est�mat�ng the
loss susta�ned by our trade and manufactures at two m�ll�ons. What
do you say to that, eh? A grand total of f�ve m�ll�on francs for a c�ty of
th�rteen thousand �nhab�tants! And now you come and ask us for
forty-two thousand more as a contr�but�on to the expense of carry�ng
on the war aga�nst us! Is �t fa�r, �s �t reasonable? I leave �t to your own
sense of just�ce.”

M. de Gartlauben nodded h�s head w�th an a�r of profund�ty, and
made answer:

“What can you expect? It �s the fortune of war, the fortune of war.”
To Henr�ette, seated �n her w�ndow seat, her ears r�ng�ng, and

vague, sad �mages of every sort fleet�ng through her bra�n, the t�me
seemed to pass w�th mortal slowness, wh�le Delaherche asserted on
h�s word of honor that Sedan could never have weathered the cr�s�s
produced by the exportat�on of all the�r spec�e had �t not been for the



w�sdom of the local magnates �n em�tt�ng an �ssue of paper money, a
step that had saved the c�ty from f�nanc�al ru�n.

“Capta�n, w�ll you have just a drop of cognac more?” and he
sk�pped to another top�c. “It was not France that started the war; �t
was the Emperor. Ah, I was greatly dece�ved �n the Emperor. He
need never expect to s�t on the throne aga�n; we would see the
country d�smembered f�rst. Look here! there was just one man �n th�s
country last July who saw th�ngs as they were, and that was M.
Th�ers; and h�s act�on at the present t�me �n v�s�t�ng the d�fferent
cap�tals of Europe �s most w�se and patr�ot�c. He has the best w�shes
of every good c�t�zen; may he be successful!”

He expressed the conclus�on of h�s �dea by a gesture, for he would
have cons�dered �t �mproper to speak of h�s des�re for peace before a
Pruss�an, no matter how fr�endly he m�ght be, although the des�re
burned f�ercely �n h�s bosom, as �t d�d �n that of every member of the
old conservat�ve bourgeo�s�e who had favored the pleb�sc�te. The�r
men and money were exhausted, �t was t�me for them to throw up
the sponge; and a deep-seated feel�ng of hatred toward Par�s, for the
obst�nacy w�th wh�ch �t held out, preva�led �n all the prov�nces that
were �n possess�on of the enemy. He concluded �n a lower tone, h�s
allus�on be�ng to Gambetta’s �nflammatory proclamat�ons:

“No, no, we cannot g�ve our suffrages to fools and madmen. The
course they advocate would end �n general massacre. I, for my part,
am for M. Th�ers, who would subm�t the quest�ons at �ssue to the
popular vote, and as for the�r Republ�c, great heavens! let them have
�t �f they want �t, wh�le wa�t�ng for someth�ng better; �t don’t trouble me
�n the sl�ghtest.”

Capta�n de Gartlauben cont�nued to nod h�s head very pol�tely w�th
an approv�ng a�r, murmur�ng:

“To be sure, to be sure—”
Henr�ette, whose feel�ng of d�stress had been �ncreas�ng, could

stand the�r talk no longer. She could ass�gn no def�n�te reason for the
sensat�on of �nqu�etude that possessed her; �t was only a long�ng to
get away, and she rose and left the room qu�etly �n quest of G�lberte,
whose absence had been so long protracted. On enter�ng the
bedroom, however, she was greatly surpr�sed to f�nd her fr�end



stretched on the lounge, weep�ng b�tterly and man�festly suffer�ng
from some extremely pa�nful emot�on.

“Why, what �s the matter? What has happened you?”
The young woman’s tears flowed faster st�ll and she would not

speak, man�fest�ng a confus�on that sent every drop of blood
cours�ng from her heart up to her face. At last, throw�ng herself �nto
the arms that were opened to rece�ve her and conceal�ng her face �n
the other’s bosom, she stammered:

“Oh, darl�ng �f you but knew. I shall never dare to tell you—and yet
I have no one but you, you alone perhaps can tell me what �s best to
do.” A sh�ver passed through her frame, her vo�ce was scarcely
aud�ble. “I was w�th Edmond—and then—and then Madame
Delaherche came �nto the room and caught me—”

“Caught you! What do you mean?”
“Yes, we were here �n the room; he was hold�ng me �n h�s arms

and k�ss�ng me—” And clasp�ng Henr�ette convuls�vely �n her
trembl�ng arms she told her all. “Oh, my darl�ng, don’t judge me
severely; I could not bear �t! I know I prom�sed you �t should never
happen aga�n, but you have seen Edmond, you know how brave he
�s, how handsome! And th�nk once of the poor young man, wounded,
�ll, w�th no one to g�ve h�m a mother’s care! And then he has never
had the enjoyments that wealth affords; h�s fam�ly have p�nched
themselves to g�ve h�m an educat�on. I could not be harsh w�th h�m.”

Henr�ette l�stened, the p�cture of surpr�se; she could not recover
from her amazement. “What! you don’t mean to say �t was the l�ttle
sergeant! Why, my dear, everyone bel�eves the Pruss�an to be your
lover!”

G�lberte stra�ghtened herself up w�th an �nd�gnant a�r, and dr�ed her
eyes. “The Pruss�an my lover? No, thank you! He’s detestable; I
can’t endure h�m. I wonder what they take me for? What have I ever
done that they should suppose I could be gu�lty of such baseness?
No, never! I would rather d�e than do such a th�ng!” In the
earnestness of her protestat�ons her beauty had assumed an angry
and more lofty cast that made her look other than she was. And all at
once, sudden as a flash, her coquett�sh gayety, her thoughtless
lev�ty, came back to her face, accompan�ed by a peal of s�lvery



laughter. “I won’t deny that I amuse myself at h�s expense. He
adores me, and I have only to g�ve h�m a look to make h�m obey. You
have no �dea what fun �t �s to bamboozle that great b�g man, who
seems to th�nk he w�ll have h�s reward some day.”

“But that �s a very dangerous game you’re play�ng,” Henr�ette
gravely sa�d.

“Oh, do you th�nk so? What r�sk do I �ncur? When he comes to see
he has noth�ng to expect he can’t do more than be angry w�th me
and go away. But he w�ll never see �t! You don’t know the man; I read
h�m l�ke a book from the very start: he �s one of those men w�th
whom a woman can do what she pleases and �ncur no danger. I
have an �nst�nct that gu�des me �n these matters and wh�ch has
never dece�ved me. He �s too consumed by van�ty; no human
cons�derat�on w�ll ever dr�ve �t �nto h�s head that by any poss�b�l�ty a
woman could get the better of h�m. And all he w�ll get from me w�ll be
perm�ss�on to carry away my remembrance, w�th the consol�ng
thought that he has done the proper th�ng and behaved h�mself l�ke a
gallant man who has long been an �nhab�tant of Par�s.” And w�th her
a�r of tr�umphant gayety she added: “But before he leaves he shall
cause Uncle Fouchard to be set at l�berty, and all h�s recompense for
h�s trouble shall be a cup of tea sweetened by these f�ngers.”

But suddenly her fears returned to her: she remembered what
must be the terr�ble consequences of her �nd�scret�on, and her eyes
were aga�n bedewed w�th tears.

“Mon D�eu! and Madame Delaherche—how w�ll �t all end? She
bears me no love; she �s capable of tell�ng the whole story to my
husband.”

Henr�ette had recovered her composure. She dr�ed her fr�end’s
eyes, and made her r�se from the lounge and arrange her d�sordered
cloth�ng.

“L�sten, my dear; I cannot br�ng myself to scold you, and yet you
know what my sent�ments must be. But I was so alarmed by the
stor�es I heard about the Pruss�an, the bus�ness wore such an
extremely ugly aspect, that th�s affa�r really comes to me as a sort of
rel�ef by compar�son. Cease weep�ng; th�ngs may come out all r�ght.”



Her act�on was taken none too soon, for almost �mmed�ately
Delaherche and h�s mother entered the room. He sa�d that he had
made up h�s m�nd to take the tra�n for Brussels that afternoon and
had been g�v�ng orders to have a carr�age ready to carry h�m across
the front�er �nto Belg�um; so he had come to say good-by to h�s w�fe.
Then turn�ng and address�ng Henr�ette:

“You need have no further fears. M. de Gartlauben, just �s he was
go�ng away, prom�sed me he would attend to your uncle’s case, and
although I shall not be here, my w�fe w�ll keep an eye to �t.”

S�nce Madame Delaherche had made her appearance �n the
apartment G�lberte had not once taken her anx�ous eyes from off her
face. Would she speak, would she tell what she had seen, and keep
her son from start�ng on h�s projected journey? The elder lady, also,
soon as she crossed the threshold, had bent her f�xed gaze �n
s�lence on her daughter-�n-law. Doubtless her stern patr�ot�sm
�nduced her to v�ew the matter �n somewhat the same l�ght that
Henr�ette had v�ewed �t. Mon D�eu! s�nce �t was that young man, that
Frenchman who had fought so bravely, was �t not her duty to forg�ve,
even as she had forg�ven once before, �n Capta�n Beaudo�n’s case?
A look of greater softness rose to her eyes; she averted her head.
Her son m�ght go; Edmond would be there to protect G�lberte aga�nst
the Pruss�an. She even sm�led fa�ntly, she whose gr�m face had
never once relaxed s�nce the news of the v�ctory at Coulm�ers.

“Au revo�r,” she sa�d, fold�ng her son �n her arms. “F�n�sh up your
bus�ness qu�ckly as you can and come back to us.”

And she took herself slowly away, return�ng to the pr�son-l�ke
chamber across the corr�dor, where the colonel, w�th h�s dull gaze,
was peer�ng �nto the shadows that lay outs�de the d�sk of br�ght l�ght
wh�ch fell from the lamp.

Henr�ette returned to Rem�lly that same even�ng, and one morn�ng,
three days afterward, had the pleasure to see Father Fouchard come
walk�ng �nto the house, as calmly as �f he had merely stepped out to
transact some bus�ness �n the ne�ghborhood. He took a seat by the
table and refreshed h�mself w�th some bread and cheese, and to all
the quest�ons that were put to h�m repl�ed w�th cool del�berat�on, l�ke
a man who had never seen anyth�ng to alarm h�m �n h�s s�tuat�on.



What reason had he to be afra�d? He had done noth�ng wrong; �t was
not he who had k�lled the Pruss�an, was �t? So he had just sa�d to the
author�t�es: “Invest�gate the matter; I know noth�ng about �t.” And they
could do noth�ng but release h�m, and the mayor as well, see�ng they
had no proofs aga�nst them. But the eyes of the crafty, sly old
peasant gleamed w�th del�ght at the thought of how n�cely he had
pulled the wool over the eyes of those d�rty blackguards, who were
beg�nn�ng to h�ggle w�th h�m over the qual�ty of the meat he furn�shed
to them.

December was draw�ng near �ts end, and Jean �ns�sted on go�ng
away. H�s leg was qu�te strong aga�n, and the doctor announced that
he was f�t to go and jo�n the army. Th�s was to Henr�ette a subject of
profoundest sorrow, wh�ch she kept locked �n her bosom as well as
she was able. No t�d�ngs from Par�s had reached them s�nce the
d�sastrous battle of Champ�gny; all they knew was that Maur�ce’s
reg�ment had been exposed to a murderous f�re and had suffered
severely. Ever that deep, unbroken s�lence; no letter, never the
br�efest l�ne for them, when they knew that fam�l�es �n Raucourt and
Sedan were rece�v�ng �ntell�gence of the�r loved ones by c�rcu�tous
ways. Perhaps the p�geon that was br�ng�ng them the so eagerly
w�shed-for news had fallen a v�ct�m to some hungry b�rd of prey,
perhaps the bullet of a Pruss�an had brought �t to the ground at the
marg�n of a wood. But the fear that haunted them most of all was
that Maur�ce was dead; the s�lence of the great c�ty off yonder �n the
d�stance, utter�ng no cry �n the mortal hug of the �nvestment, was
become to them �n the�r agon�zed suspense the s�lence of death.
They had abandoned all hope of t�d�ngs, and when Jean declared h�s
settled purpose to be gone, Henr�ette only gave utterance to th�s
st�fled cry of despa�r:

“My God! then all �s ended, and I am to be left alone!”
It was Jean’s des�re to go and serve w�th the Army of the North,

wh�ch had recently been re-formed under General Fa�dherbe. Now
that General Manteuffel’s corps had moved forward to D�eppe there
were three departments, cut off from the rest of France, that th�s
army had to defend, le Nord, le Pas-de-Cala�s, and la Somme, and
Jean’s plan, not a d�ff�cult one to carry �nto execut�on, was s�mply to



make for Bou�llon and thence complete h�s journey across Belg�an
terr�tory. He knew that the 23d corps was be�ng recru�ted, ma�nly
from such old sold�ers of Sedan and Metz as could be gathered to
the standards. He had heard �t reported that General Fa�dherbe was
about to take the f�eld, and had def�n�tely appo�nted the next ensu�ng
Sunday as the day of h�s departure, when news reached h�m of the
battle of Pont-Noyelle, that drawn battle wh�ch came so near be�ng a
v�ctory for the French.

It was Dr. Dal�champ aga�n �n th�s �nstance who offered the
serv�ces of h�s g�g and h�mself as dr�ver to Bou�llon. The good man’s
courage and k�ndness were boundless. At Raucourt, where typhus
was rag�ng, commun�cated by the Bavar�ans, there was not a house
where he had not one or more pat�ents, and th�s labor was add�t�onal
to h�s regular attendance at the two hosp�tals at Raucourt and
Rem�lly. H�s ardent patr�ot�sm, the �mpulse that prompted h�m to
protest aga�nst unnecessary barbar�ty, had tw�ce led to h�s be�ng
arrested by the Pruss�ans, only to be released on each occas�on. He
gave a l�ttle laugh of sat�sfact�on, therefore, the morn�ng he came
w�th h�s veh�cle to take up Jean, pleased to be the �nstrument of
ass�st�ng the escape of another of the v�ct�ms of Sedan, those poor,
brave fellows, as he called them, to whom he gave h�s profess�onal
serv�ces and whom he a�ded w�th h�s purse. Jean, who knew of
Henr�ette’s stra�tened c�rcumstances and had been suffer�ng from
lack of funds s�nce h�s relapse, accepted gratefully the f�fty francs
that the doctor offered h�m for travel�ng expenses.

Father Fouchard d�d th�ngs handsomely at the leave-tak�ng,
send�ng S�lv�ne to the cellar for two bottles of w�ne and �ns�st�ng that
everyone should dr�nk a glass to the exterm�nat�on of the Germans.
He was a man of �mportance �n the country nowadays and had h�s
“plum” h�dden away somewhere or other; he could sleep �n peace
now that the francs-t�reurs had d�sappeared, dr�ven l�ke w�ld beasts
from the�r la�r, and h�s sole w�sh was for a speedy conclus�on of the
war. He had even gone so far �n one of h�s generous f�ts as to pay
Prosper h�s wages �n order to reta�n h�s serv�ces on the farm, wh�ch
the young man had no thought of leav�ng. He touched glasses w�th
Prosper, and also w�th S�lv�ne, whom he at t�mes was half �ncl�ned to
marry, know�ng what a treasure he had �n h�s fa�thful, hard-work�ng



l�ttle servant; but what was the use? he knew she would never leave
h�m, that she would st�ll be there when Charlot should be grown and
go �n turn to serve h�s country as a sold�er. And touch�ng h�s glass to
Henr�ette’s, Jean’s, and the doctor’s, he excla�med:

“Here’s to the health of you all! May you all prosper and be no
worse off than I am!”

Henr�ette would not let Jean go away w�thout accompany�ng h�m
as far as Sedan. He was �n c�t�zen’s dress, wear�ng a frock coat and
derby hat that the doctor had loaned h�m. The day was p�erc�ngly
cold; the sun’s rays were reflected from a crust of gl�tter�ng snow.
The�r �ntent�on had been to pass through the c�ty w�thout stopp�ng,
but when Jean learned that h�s old colonel was st�ll at the
Delaherches’ he felt an �rres�st�ble des�re to go and pay h�s respects
to h�m, and at the same t�me thank the manufacturer for h�s many
k�ndnesses. H�s v�s�t was dest�ned to br�ng h�m an add�t�onal, a f�nal
sorrow, �n that c�ty of mournful memor�es. On reach�ng the structure
�n the Rue Maqua they found the household �n a cond�t�on of the
greatest d�stress and d�sorder, G�lberte wr�ng�ng her hands, Madame
Delaherche weep�ng great s�lent tears, wh�le her son, who had come
�n from the factory, where work was gradually be�ng resumed,
uttered exclamat�ons of surpr�se. The colonel had just been
d�scovered, stone dead, ly�ng exactly as he had fallen, �n a heap on
the floor of h�s chamber. The phys�c�an, who was summoned w�th all
haste, could ass�gn no cause for the sudden death; there was no
�nd�cat�on of paralys�s or heart trouble. The colonel had been str�cken
down, and no one could tell from what quarter the blow came; but
the follow�ng morn�ng, when the room was thrown open, a p�ece of
an old newspaper was found, ly�ng on the carpet, that had been
wrapped around a book and conta�ned the account of the surrender
of Metz.

“My, dear,” sa�d G�lberte to Henr�ette, “as Capta�n de Gartlauben
was com�ng downsta�rs just now he removed h�s hat as he passed
the door of the room where my uncle’s body �s ly�ng. Edmond saw �t;
he’s an extremely well-bred man, don’t you th�nk so?”

In all the�r �nt�macy Jean had never yet k�ssed Henr�ette. Before
resum�ng h�s seat �n the g�g w�th the doctor he endeavored to thank



her for all her devoted k�ndness, for hav�ng nursed and loved h�m as
a brother, but somehow the words would not come at h�s command;
he opened h�s arms and, w�th a great sob, clasped her �n a long
embrace, and she, bes�de herself w�th the gr�ef of part�ng, returned
h�s k�ss. Then the horse started, he turned about �n h�s seat, there
was a wav�ng of hands, wh�le aga�n and aga�n two sorrowful vo�ces
repeated �n chok�ng accents:

“Farewell! Farewell!”
On her return to Rem�lly that even�ng Henr�ette reported for duty at

the hosp�tal. Dur�ng the s�lent watches of the n�ght she was v�s�ted by
another convuls�ve attack of sobb�ng, and wept, wept as �f her tears
would never cease to flow, clasp�ng her hands before her as �f
between them to strangle her b�tter sorrow.



VII.

On the day succeed�ng the battle of Sedan the m�ghty hosts of the
two German arm�es, w�thout the delay of a moment, commenced
the�r march on Par�s, the army of the Meuse com�ng �n by the north
through the valley of the Marne, wh�le the th�rd army, pass�ng the
Se�ne at V�lleneuve-Sa�nt-Georges, turned the c�ty to the south and
moved on Versa�lles; and when, on that br�ght, warm September
morn�ng, General Ducrot, to whom had been ass�gned the command
of the as yet �ncomplete 14th corps, determ�ned to attack the latter
force wh�le �t was march�ng by the flank, Maur�ce’s new reg�ment, the
115th, encamped �n the woods to the left of Meudon, d�d not rece�ve
�ts orders to advance unt�l the day was lost. A few shells from the
enemy suff�ced to do the work; the pan�c started w�th a reg�ment of
zouaves made up of raw recru�ts, and qu�ckly spread�ng to the other
troops, all were swept away �n a headlong rout that never ceased
unt�l they were safe beh�nd the walls of Par�s, where the utmost
consternat�on preva�led. Every pos�t�on �n advance of the southern
l�ne of fort�f�cat�ons was lost, and that even�ng the w�res of the
Western Ra�lway telegraph, the c�ty’s sole rema�n�ng means of
commun�cat�ng w�th the rest of France, were cut. Par�s was cut off
from the world.

The cond�t�on of the�r affa�rs caused Maur�ce a terr�ble deject�on.
Had the Germans been more enterpr�s�ng they m�ght have p�tched
the�r tents that n�ght �n the Place du Carrousel, but w�th the prudence
of the�r race they had determ�ned that the s�ege should be conducted
accord�ng to rule and precept, and had already f�xed upon the exact
l�nes of �nvestment, the pos�t�on of the army of the Meuse be�ng at
the north, stretch�ng from Cro�ssy to the Marne, through Ep�nay, the
cordon of the th�rd army at the south, from Chennev�eres to Chat�llon



and Boug�val, wh�le general headquarters, w�th K�ng W�ll�am,
B�smarck, and General von Moltke, were establ�shed at Versa�lles.
The g�gant�c blockade, that no one bel�eved could be successfully
completed, was an accompl�shed fact; the c�ty, w�th �ts g�rdle of
fort�f�cat�ons e�ght leagues and a half �n length, embrac�ng f�fteen
forts and s�x detached redoubts, was henceforth to be transformed
�nto a huge pr�son-pen. And the army of the defenders compr�sed
only the 13th corps, commanded by General V�noy, and the 14th,
then �n process of reconstruct�on under General Ducrot, the two
aggregat�ng an effect�ve strength of e�ghty thousand men; to wh�ch
were to be added fourteen thousand sa�lors, f�fteen thousand of the
francs corps, and a hundred and f�fteen thousand mob�les, not to
ment�on the three hundred thousand Nat�onal Guards d�str�buted
among the sect�onal d�v�s�ons of the ramparts. If th�s seems l�ke a
large force �t must be remembered that there were few seasoned
and tra�ned sold�ers among �ts numbers. Men were constantly be�ng
dr�lled and equ�pped; Par�s was a great �ntrenched camp. The
preparat�ons for the defense went on from hour to hour w�th fever�sh
haste; roads were bu�lt, houses demol�shed w�th�n the m�l�tary zone;
the two hundred s�ege guns and the twenty-f�ve hundred p�eces of
lesser cal�ber were mounted �n pos�t�on, other guns were cast; an
arsenal, complete �n every deta�l, seemed to spr�ng from the earth
under the t�reless efforts of Dor�an, the patr�ot�c war m�n�ster. When,
after the rupture of the negot�at�ons at Ferr�eres, Jules Favre
acqua�nted the country w�th M. von B�smarck’s demands—the
cess�on of Alsace, the garr�son of Strasbourg to be surrendered,
three m�ll�ards of �ndemn�ty—a cry of rage went up and the
cont�nuat�on of the war was demanded by accla�m as a cond�t�on
�nd�spensable to the country’s ex�stence. Even w�th no hope of
v�ctory Par�s must defend herself �n order that France m�ght l�ve.

On a Sunday toward the end of September Maur�ce was deta�led
to carry a message to the further end of the c�ty, and what he
w�tnessed along the streets he passed through f�lled h�m w�th new
hope. Ever s�nce the defeat of Chat�llon �t had seemed to h�m that
the courage of the people was r�s�ng to a level w�th the great task
that lay before them. Ah! that Par�s that he had known so
thoughtless, so wayward, so keen �n the pursu�t of pleasure; he



found �t now qu�te changed, s�mple, earnest, cheerfully brave, ready
for every sacr�f�ce. Everyone was �n un�form; there was scarce a
head that was not decorated w�th the kep� of the Nat�onal Guard.
Bus�ness of every sort had come to a sudden standst�ll, as the hands
of a watch cease to move when the ma�nspr�ng snaps, and at the
publ�c meet�ngs, among the sold�ers �n the guard-room, or where the
crowds collected �n the streets, there was but one subject of
conversat�on, �nflam�ng the hearts and m�nds of all—the
determ�nat�on to conquer. The contag�ous �nfluence of �llus�on,
scattered broadcast, unbalanced weaker m�nds; the people were
tempted to acts of generous folly by the tens�on to wh�ch they were
subjected. Already there was a ta�nt of morb�d, nervous exc�tab�l�ty �n
the a�r, a fever�sh cond�t�on �n wh�ch men’s hopes and fears al�ke
became d�storted and exaggerated, arous�ng the worst pass�ons of
human�ty at the sl�ghtest breath of susp�c�on. And Maur�ce was
w�tness to a scene �n the Rue des Martyrs that produced a profound
�mpress�on on h�m, the assault made by a band of �nfur�ated men on
a house from wh�ch, at one of the upper w�ndows, a br�ght l�ght had
been d�splayed all through the n�ght, a s�gnal, ev�dently, �ntended to
reach the Pruss�ans at Bellevue over the roofs of Par�s. There were
jealous c�t�zens who spent all the�r n�ghts on the�r house-tops,
watch�ng what was go�ng on around them. The day before a poor
wretch had had a narrow escape from drown�ng at the hands of the
mob, merely because he had opened a map of the c�ty on a bench �n
the Tu�ler�es gardens and consulted �t.

And that ep�dem�c of susp�c�on Maur�ce, who had always h�therto
been so l�beral and fa�r-m�nded, now began to feel the �nfluence of �n
the altered v�ews he was commenc�ng to enterta�n concern�ng men
and th�ngs. He had ceased to g�ve way to despa�r, as he had done
after the rout at Chat�llon, when he doubted whether the French
army would ever muster up suff�c�ent manhood to f�ght aga�n: the
sort�e of the 30th of September on l’Hay and Chev�lly, that of the 13th
of October, �n wh�ch the mob�les ga�ned possess�on of Bagneux, and
f�nally that of October 21, when h�s reg�ment captured and held for
some t�me the park of la Malma�son, had restored to h�m all h�s
conf�dence, that flame of hope that a spark suff�ced to l�ght and was
ext�ngu�shed as qu�ckly. It was true the Pruss�ans had repulsed them



�n every d�rect�on, but for all that the troops had fought bravely; they
m�ght yet be v�ctor�ous �n the end. It was Par�s now that was
respons�ble for the young man’s gloomy forebod�ngs, that great f�ckle
c�ty that at one moment was cheered by br�ght �llus�ons and the next
was sunk �n deepest despa�r, ever haunted by the fear of treason �n
�ts th�rst for v�ctory. D�d �t not seem as �f Trochu and Ducrot were
tread�ng �n the footsteps of the Emperor and Marshal MacMahon and
about to prove themselves �ncompetent leaders, the unconsc�ous
�nstruments of the�r country’s ru�n? The same movement that had
swept away the Emp�re was now threaten�ng the Government of
Nat�onal Defense, a f�erce long�ng of the extrem�sts to place
themselves �n control �n order that they m�ght save France by the
methods of ’92; even now Jules Favre and h�s co-members were
more unpopular than the old m�n�sters of Napoleon III. had ever
been. S�nce they would not f�ght the Pruss�ans, they would do well to
make way for others, for those revolut�on�sts who saw an assurance
of v�ctory �n decree�ng the levée en masse, �n lend�ng an ear to those
v�s�onar�es who proposed to m�ne the earth beneath the Pruss�ans’
feet, or ann�h�late them all by means of a new fash�oned Greek f�re.

Just prev�ous to the 31st of October Maur�ce was more than
usually a v�ct�m to th�s malady of d�strust and barren speculat�on. He
l�stened now approv�ngly to crude fanc�es that would formerly have
brought a sm�le of contempt to h�s l�ps. Why should he not? Were not
�mbec�l�ty and cr�me abroad �n the land? Was �t unreasonable to look
for the m�raculous when h�s world was fall�ng �n ru�ns about h�m?
Ever s�nce the t�me he f�rst heard the t�d�ngs of Froeschw�ller, down
there �n front of Mülhausen, he had harbored a deep-seated feel�ng
of rancor �n h�s breast; he suffered from Sedan as from a raw sore,
that bled afresh w�th every new reverse; the memory of the�r defeats,
w�th all the angu�sh they enta�led, was ever present to h�s m�nd; body
and m�nd enfeebled by long marches, sleepless n�ghts, and lack of
food, �nduc�ng a mental torpor that left them doubtful even �f they
were al�ve; and the thought that so much suffer�ng was to end �n
another and an �rremed�able d�saster maddened h�m, made of that
cultured man an unreflect�ng be�ng, scarce h�gher �n the scale than a
very l�ttle ch�ld, swayed by each pass�ng �mpulse of the moment.
Anyth�ng, everyth�ng, destruct�on, exterm�nat�on, rather than pay a



penny of French money or y�eld an �nch of French so�l! The
revolut�on that s�nce the f�rst reverse had been at work w�th�n h�m,
sweep�ng away the legend of Napoleon�c glory, the sent�mental
Bonapart�sm that he owed to the ep�c narrat�ves of h�s grandfather,
was now complete. He had ceased to be a bel�ever �n
Republ�can�sm, pure and s�mple, cons�der�ng the remedy not drast�c
enough; he had begun to dabble �n the theor�es of the extrem�sts, he
was a bel�ever �n the necess�ty of the Terror as the only means of
r�dd�ng them of the tra�tors and �mbec�les who were about to slay the
country. And so �t was that he was heart and soul w�th the �nsurgents
when, on the 31st of October, t�d�ngs of d�saster came pour�ng �n on
them �n qu�ck success�on: the loss of Bourget, that had been
captured from the enemy only a few days before by a dash�ng
surpr�se; M. Th�ers’ return to Versa�lles from h�s v�s�t to the European
cap�tals, prepared to treat for peace, so �t was sa�d, �n the name of
Napoleon III.; and f�nally the cap�tulat�on of Metz, rumors of wh�ch
had prev�ously been current and wh�ch was now conf�rmed, the last
blow of the bludgeon, another Sedan, only attended by
c�rcumstances of blacker �nfamy. And when he learned next day the
occurrences at the Hôtel de V�lle—how the �nsurgents had been for a
br�ef t�me successful, how the members of the Government of
Nat�onal Defense had been made pr�soners and held unt�l four
o’clock �n the morn�ng, how f�nally the f�ckle populace, swayed at one
moment by detestat�on for the m�n�sters and at the next terr�f�ed by
the prospect of a successful revolut�on, had released them—he was
f�lled w�th regret at the m�scarr�age of the attempt, at the non-
success of the Commune, wh�ch m�ght have been the�r salvat�on,
call�ng the people to arms, warn�ng them of the country’s danger,
arous�ng the cher�shed memor�es of a nat�on that w�lls �t w�ll not
per�sh. Th�ers d�d not dare even to set h�s foot �n Par�s, where there
was some attempt at �llum�nat�on to celebrate the fa�lure of the
negot�at�ons.

The month of November was to Maur�ce a per�od of fever�sh
expectancy. There were some confl�cts of no great �mportance, �n
wh�ch he had no share. H�s reg�ment was �n cantonments at the t�me
�n the v�c�n�ty of Sa�nt-Ouen, whence he made h�s escape as often
as he could to sat�sfy h�s crav�ng for news. Par�s, l�ke h�m, was



awa�t�ng the �ssue of events �n eager suspense. The elect�on of
mun�c�pal off�cers seemed to have appeased pol�t�cal pass�on for the
t�me be�ng, but a c�rcumstance that boded no good for the future was
that those elected were rab�d adherents of one or another party. And
what Par�s was watch�ng and pray�ng for �n that �nterval of repose
was the grand sort�e that was to br�ng them v�ctory and del�verance.
As �t had always been, so �t was now; conf�dence re�gned
everywhere: they would dr�ve the Pruss�ans from the�r pos�t�on,
would pulver�ze them, ann�h�late them. Great preparat�ons were
be�ng made �n the pen�nsula of Gennev�ll�ers, the po�nt where there
was most l�kel�hood of the operat�on be�ng attended w�th success.
Then one morn�ng came the joyful t�d�ngs of the v�ctory at Coulm�ers;
Orleans was recaptured, the army of the Lo�re was march�ng to the
rel�ef of Par�s, was even then, so �t was reported, �n camp at
Étampes. The aspect of affa�rs was ent�rely changed: all they had to
do now was to go and effect a junct�on w�th �t beyond the Marne.
There had been a general reorgan�zat�on of the forces; three arm�es
had been created, one composed of the battal�ons of Nat�onal
Guards and commanded by General Clement Thomas, another,
compr�s�ng the 13th and 14th corps, to wh�ch were added a few
rel�able reg�ments, selected �nd�scr�m�nately wherever they could be
found, was to form the ma�n column of attack under the lead of
General Ducrot, wh�le the th�rd, �ntended to act as a reserve, was
made up ent�rely of mob�les and turned over to General V�noy. And
when Maur�ce la�d h�m down to sleep �n the wood of V�ncennes on
the n�ght of the 28th of November, w�th h�s comrades of the 115th, he
was w�thout a doubt of the�r success. The three corps of the second
army were all there, and �t was common talk that the�r junct�on w�th
the army of the Lo�re had been f�xed for the follow�ng day at
Fonta�nebleau. Then ensued a ser�es of m�schances, the usual
blunders ar�s�ng from want of fores�ght; a sudden r�s�ng of the r�ver,
wh�ch prevented the eng�neers from lay�ng the pontoon br�dge;
confl�ct�ng orders, wh�ch delayed the movement of the troops. The
115th was among the f�rst reg�ments to pass the r�ver on the
follow�ng n�ght, and �n the ne�ghborhood of ten o’clock, w�th Maur�ce
�n �ts ranks, �t entered Champ�gny under a destruct�ve f�re. The
young man was w�ld w�th exc�tement; he f�red so rap�dly that h�s



chassepot burned h�s f�ngers, notw�thstand�ng the �ntense cold. H�s
sole thought was to push onward, ever onward, surmount�ng every
obstacle unt�l they should jo�n the�r brothers from the prov�nces over
there across the r�ver. But �n front of Champ�gny and Bry the army
fell up aga�nst the park walls of Coeu�lly and V�ll�ers, that the
Pruss�ans had converted �nto �mpregnable fortresses, more than a
quarter of a m�le �n length. The men’s courage faltered, and after that
the act�on went on �n a half-hearted way; the 3d corps was slow �n
gett�ng up, the 1st and 2d, unable to advance, cont�nued for two
days longer to hold Champ�gny, wh�ch they f�nally abandoned on the
n�ght of December 2, after the�r barren v�ctory. The whole army
ret�red to the wood of V�ncennes, where the men’s only shelter was
the snow-laden branches of the trees, and Maur�ce, whose feet were
frost-b�tten, la�d h�s head upon the cold ground and cr�ed.

The gloom and deject�on that re�gned �n the c�ty, after the fa�lure of
that supreme effort, beggars the powers of descr�pt�on. The great
sort�e that had been so long �n preparat�on, the �rres�st�ble erupt�on
that was to be the del�verance of Par�s, had ended �n
d�sappo�ntment, and three days later came a commun�cat�on from
General von Moltke under a flag of truce, announc�ng that the army
of the Lo�re had been defeated and that the German flag aga�n
waved over Orleans. The g�rdle was be�ng drawn t�ghter and t�ghter
about the doomed c�ty all whose struggles were henceforth
powerless to burst �ts �ron fetters. But Par�s seemed to accumulate
fresh powers of res�stance �n the del�r�um of �ts despa�r. It was certa�n
that ere long they would have to count fam�ne among the number of
the�r foes. As early as October the people had been restr�cted �n the�r
consumpt�on of butcher’s meat, and �n December, of all the �mmense
herds of beeves and flocks of sheep that had been turned loose �n
the Bo�s de Boulogne, there was not a s�ngle creature left al�ve, and
horses were be�ng slaughtered for food. The stock of flour and
wheat, w�th what was subsequently taken for the publ�c use by
forced sale, �t was est�mated would keep the c�ty suppl�ed w�th bread
for four months. When the flour was all consumed m�lls were erected
�n the ra�lway stat�ons to gr�nd the gra�n. The supply of coal, too, was
g�v�ng out; �t was reserved to bake the bread and for use �n the m�lls
and arms factor�es. And Par�s, her streets w�thout gas and l�ghted by



petroleum lamps at �nfrequent �ntervals; Par�s, sh�ver�ng under her
�cy mantle; Par�s, to whom the author�t�es doled out her scanty da�ly
rat�on of black bread and horse flesh, cont�nued to hope—�n sp�te of
all, talk�ng of Fa�dherbe �n the north, of Chanzy on the Lo�re, of
Bourbak� �n the east, as �f the�r v�ctor�ous arm�es were already
beneath the walls. The men and women who stood wa�t�ng, the�r feet
�n snow and slush, �n �nterm�nable l�nes before the bakers’ and
butchers’ shops, br�ghtened up a b�t at t�mes at the news of some
�mag�nary success of the army. After the d�scouragement of each
defeat the unquenchable flame of the�r �llus�on would burst out and
blaze more br�ghtly than ever among those wretched people, whom
starvat�on and every k�nd of suffer�ng had rendered almost del�r�ous.
A sold�er on the Place du Château d’Eau hav�ng spoken of
surrender, the by-standers mobbed and were near k�ll�ng h�m. Wh�le
the army, �ts endurance exhausted, feel�ng the end was near, called
for peace, the populace clamored st�ll for the sort�e en masse, the
torrent�al sort�e, �n wh�ch the ent�re populat�on of the cap�tal, men,
women, and ch�ldren, even, should take part, rush�ng upon the
Pruss�ans l�ke water from a broken dyke and overwhelm�ng them by
sheer force of numbers.

And Maur�ce kept h�mself apart from h�s comrades, w�th an ever-
�ncreas�ng d�sgust for the l�fe and dut�es of a sold�er, that condemned
h�m to �nact�v�ty and uselessness beh�nd the ramparts of Mont-
Valer�en. He grasped every occas�on to get away and hasten to
Par�s, where h�s heart was. It was �n the m�dst of the great c�ty’s
throng�ng masses alone that he found rest and peace of m�nd; he
tr�ed to force h�mself to hope as they hoped. He often went to
w�tness the departure of the balloons, wh�ch were sent up every
other day from the stat�on of the Northern Ra�lway w�th a fre�ght of
despatches and carr�er p�geons. They rose when the ropes were
cast loose and soon were lost to s�ght �n the cheerless w�ntry sky,
and all hearts were f�lled w�th angu�sh when the w�nd wafted them �n
the d�rect�on of the German front�er. Many of them were never heard
of more. He had h�mself tw�ce wr�tten to h�s s�ster Henr�ette, w�thout
ever learn�ng �f she had rece�ved h�s letters. The memory of h�s s�ster
and of Jean, l�v�ng as they d�d �n that outer, shadowy world from
wh�ch no t�d�ngs ever reached h�m now, was become so blurred and



fa�nt that he thought of them but seldom, as of affect�ons that he had
left beh�nd h�m �n some prev�ous ex�stence. The �ncessant confl�ct of
despa�r and hope �n wh�ch he l�ved occup�ed all the facult�es of h�s
be�ng too fully to leave room for mere human feel�ngs. Then, too, �n
the early days of January he was goaded to the verge of frenzy by
the act�on of the enemy �n shell�ng the d�str�ct on the left bank of the
r�ver. He had come to cred�t the Pruss�ans w�th reasons of human�ty
for the�r abstent�on, wh�ch was �n fact due s�mply to the d�ff�cult�es
they exper�enced �n br�ng�ng up the�r guns and gett�ng them �n
pos�t�on. Now that a shell had k�lled two l�ttle g�rls at the Val-de-
Grâce, h�s scorn and hatred knew no bounds for those barbarous
ruff�ans who murdered l�ttle ch�ldren and threatened to burn the
l�brar�es and museums. After the f�rst days of terror, however, Par�s
had resumed �ts l�fe of dogged, unfalter�ng hero�sm.

S�nce the reverse of Champ�gny there had been but one other
attempt, end�ng �n d�saster l�ke the rest, �n the d�rect�on of Bourget;
and the even�ng when the plateau of Avron was evacuated, under
the f�re of the heavy s�ege art�llery batter�ng away at the forts,
Maur�ce was a sharer �n the rage and exasperat�on that possessed
the ent�re c�ty. The grow�ng unpopular�ty that threatened to hurl from
power General Trochu and the Government of Nat�onal Defense was
so augmented by th�s add�t�onal repulse that they were compelled to
attempt a supreme and hopeless effort. What, d�d they refuse the
serv�ces of the three hundred thousand Nat�onal Guards, who from
the beg�nn�ng had been demand�ng the�r share �n the per�l and �n the
v�ctory! Th�s t�me �t was to be the torrent�al sort�e that had all along
been the object of the popular clamor; Par�s was to throw open �ts
d�kes and drown the Pruss�ans beneath the on-pour�ng waves of �ts
ch�ldren. Notw�thstand�ng the certa�nty of a fresh defeat, there was
no way of avo�d�ng a demand that had �ts or�g�n �n such patr�ot�c
mot�ves; but �n order to l�m�t the slaughter as far as poss�ble, the
ch�efs determ�ned to employ, �n connect�on w�th the regular army,
only the f�fty-n�ne mob�l�zed battal�ons of the Nat�onal Guard. The
day preced�ng the 19th of January resembled some great publ�c
hol�day; an �mmense crowd gathered on the boulevards and �n the
Champs-Élysées to w�tness the depart�ng reg�ments, wh�ch marched
proudly by, preceded by the�r bands, the men thunder�ng out patr�ot�c



a�rs. Women and ch�ldren followed them along the s�dewalk, men
cl�mbed on the benches to w�sh them Godspeed. The next morn�ng
the ent�re populat�on of the c�ty hurr�ed out to the Arc de Tr�omphe,
and �t was almost frant�c w�th del�ght when at an early hour news
came of the capture of Montretout; the tales that were told of the
gallant behav�or of the Nat�onal Guard sounded l�ke ep�cs; the
Pruss�ans had been beaten all along the l�ne, the French would
occupy Versa�lles before n�ght. As a natural result the consternat�on
was proport�onately great when, at n�ghtfall, the �nev�table defeat
became known. Wh�le the left w�ng was se�z�ng Montretout the
center, wh�ch had succeeded �n carry�ng the outer wall of Buzanval
Park, had encountered a second �nner wall, before wh�ch �t broke. A
thaw had set �n, the roads were heavy from the effects of a f�ne,
dr�zzl�ng ra�n, and the guns, those guns that had been cast by
popular subscr�pt�on and were to the Par�s�ans as the apple of the�r
eye, could not get up. On the r�ght General Ducrot’s column was
tardy �n gett�ng �nto act�on and saw noth�ng of the f�ght. Further effort
was useless, and General Trochu was compelled to order a retreat.
Montretout was abandoned, and Sa�nt-Cloud as well, wh�ch the
Pruss�ans burned, and when �t became fully dark the hor�zon of Par�s
was �llum�nated by the conflagrat�on.

Maur�ce h�mself th�s t�me felt that the end was come. For four
hours he had rema�ned �n the park of Buzanval w�th the Nat�onal
Guards under the gall�ng f�re from the Pruss�an �ntrenchments, and
later, when he got back to the c�ty, he spoke of the�r courage �n the
h�ghest terms. It was und�sputed that the Guards fought bravely on
that occas�on; after that was �t not self-ev�dent that all the d�sasters
of the army were to be attr�buted solely to the �mbec�l�ty and treason
of �ts leaders? In the Rue de R�vol� he encountered bands of men
shout�ng: “Hurrah for the Commune! down w�th Trochu!” It was the
leaven of revolut�on beg�nn�ng to work aga�n �n the popular m�nd, a
fresh outbreak of publ�c op�n�on, and so form�dable th�s t�me that the
Government of Nat�onal Defense, �n order to preserve �ts own
ex�stence, thought �t necessary to compel General Trochu’s
res�gnat�on and put General V�noy �n h�s place. On that same day
Maur�ce, chanc�ng to enter a hall �n Bellev�lle where a publ�c meet�ng
was go�ng on, aga�n heard the levée en masse demanded w�th



clamorous shouts. He knew the th�ng to be ch�mer�cal, and yet �t set
h�s heart a-beat�ng more rap�dly to see such a determ�ned w�ll to
conquer. When all �s ended, �s �t not left us to attempt the
�mposs�ble? All that n�ght he dreamed of m�racles.

Then a long week went by, dur�ng wh�ch Par�s lay agon�z�ng
w�thout a murmur. The shops had ceased to open the�r doors; �n the
lonely streets the �nfrequent wayfarer never met a carr�age. Forty
thousand horses had been eaten; dogs, cats and rats were now
luxur�es, command�ng a h�gh pr�ce. Ever s�nce the supply of wheat
had g�ven out the bread was made from r�ce and oats, and was
black, damp, and sl�my, and hard to d�gest; to obta�n the ten ounces
that const�tuted a day’s rat�on �nvolved a wa�t, often of many hours,
�n l�ne before the bake-house. Ah, the sorrowful spectacle �t was, to
see those poor women sh�ver�ng �n the pour�ng ra�n, the�r feet �n the
�ce-cold mud and water! the m�sery and hero�sm of the great c�ty that
would not surrender! The death rate had �ncreased threefold; the
theaters were converted �nto hosp�tals. As soon as �t became dark
the quarters where luxury and v�ce had formerly held carn�val were
shrouded �n funereal blackness, l�ke the faubourgs of some accursed
c�ty, sm�tten by pest�lence. And �n that s�lence, �n that obscur�ty,
naught was to be heard save the unceas�ng roar of the cannonade
and the crash of burst�ng shells, naught to be seen save the red
flash of the guns �llum�nat�ng the w�ntry sky.

On the 28th of January the news burst on Par�s l�ke a thunderclap
that for the past two days negot�at�ons had been go�ng on, between
Jules Favre and M. von B�smarck, look�ng to an arm�st�ce, and at the
same t�me �t learned that there was bread for only ten days longer, a
space of t�me that would hardly suff�ce to rev�ctual the c�ty.
Cap�tulat�on was become a matter of mater�al necess�ty. Par�s,
stupef�ed by the hard truths that were �mparted to �t at that late day,
rema�ned sullenly s�lent and made no s�gn. M�dn�ght of that day
heard the last shot from the German guns, and on the 29th, when
the Pruss�ans had taken possess�on of the forts, Maur�ce went w�th
h�s reg�ment �nto the camp that was ass�gned them over by
Montrouge, w�th�n the fort�f�cat�ons. The l�fe that he led there was an
a�mless one, made up of �dleness and fever�sh unrest. D�sc�pl�ne was
relaxed; the sold�ers d�d pretty much as they pleased, wa�t�ng �n



�nact�v�ty to be d�sm�ssed to the�r homes. He, however, cont�nued to
hang around the camp �n a sem�-dazed cond�t�on, moody, nervous,
�rr�table, prompt to take offense on the most tr�v�al provocat�on. He
read w�th av�d�ty all the revolut�onary newspapers he could lay hands
on; that three weeks’ arm�st�ce, concluded solely for the purpose of
allow�ng France to elect an assembly that should rat�fy the cond�t�ons
of peace, appeared to h�m a delus�on and a snare, another and a
f�nal �nstance of treason. Even �f Par�s were forced to cap�tulate, he
was w�th Gambetta for the prosecut�on of the war �n the north and on
the l�ne of the Lo�re. He overflowed w�th �nd�gnat�on at the d�saster of
Bourbak�’s army �n the east, wh�ch had been compelled to throw
�tself �nto Sw�tzerland, and the result of the elect�ons made h�m
fur�ous: �t would be just as he had always pred�cted; the base,
cowardly prov�nces, �rr�tated by Par�s’ protracted res�stance, would
�ns�st on peace at any pr�ce and restore the monarchy wh�le the
Pruss�an guns were st�ll d�rected on the c�ty. After the f�rst sess�ons,
at Bordeaux, Th�ers, elected �n twenty-s�x departments and
const�tuted by unan�mous accla�m the ch�ef execut�ve, appeared to
h�s eyes a monster of �n�qu�ty, the father of l�es, a man capable of
every cr�me. The terms of the peace concluded by that assemblage
of monarch�sts seemed to h�m to put the f�n�sh�ng touch to the�r
�nfamy, h�s blood bo�led merely at the thought of those hard
cond�t�ons: an �ndemn�ty of f�ve m�ll�ards, Metz to be g�ven up, Alsace
to be ceded, France’s blood and treasure pour�ng from the gap�ng
wound, thenceforth �ncurable, that was thus opened �n her flank.

Late �n February Maur�ce, unable to endure h�s s�tuat�on longer,
made up h�s m�nd he would desert. A st�pulat�on of the treaty
prov�ded that the troops encamped about Par�s should be d�sarmed
and returned to the�r abodes, but he d�d not wa�t to see �t enforced; �t
seemed to h�m that �t would break h�s heart to leave brave, glor�ous
Par�s, wh�ch only fam�ne had been able to subdue, and so he bade
farewell to army l�fe and h�red for h�mself a small furn�shed room next
the roof of a tall apartment house �n the Rue des Ort�es, at the top of
the butte des Moul�ns, whence he had an outlook over the �mmense
sea of roofs from the Tu�ler�es to the Bast�lle. An old fr�end, whom he
had known wh�le pursu�ng h�s law stud�es, had loaned h�m a hundred
francs. In add�t�on to that he had caused h�s name to be �nscr�bed on



the roster of a battal�on of Nat�onal Guards as soon as he was
settled �n h�s new quarters, and h�s pay, th�rty sous a day, would be
enough to keep h�m al�ve. The �dea of go�ng to the country and there
lead�ng a tranqu�l l�fe, unm�ndful of what was happen�ng to the
country, f�lled h�m w�th horror; the letters even that he rece�ved from
h�s s�ster Henr�ette, to whom he had wr�tten �mmed�ately after the
arm�st�ce, annoyed h�m by the�r tone of entreaty, the�r ardent
sol�c�tat�ons that he would come home to Rem�lly and rest. He
refused po�nt-blank; he would go later on when the Pruss�ans should
be no longer there.

And so Maur�ce went on lead�ng an �dle, vagabond�sh sort of l�fe,
�n a state of constant fever�sh ag�tat�on. He had ceased to be
tormented by hunger; he devoured the f�rst wh�te bread he got w�th
�nf�n�te gusto; but the c�ty was a pr�son st�ll: German guards were
posted at the gates, and no one was allowed to pass them unt�l he
had been made to g�ve an account of h�mself. There had been no
resumpt�on of soc�al l�fe as yet; �ndustry and trade were at a
standst�ll; the people l�ved from day to day, watch�ng to see what
would happen next, do�ng noth�ng, s�mply vegetat�ng �n the br�ght
sunsh�ne of the spr�ng that was now com�ng on apace. Dur�ng the
s�ege there had been the m�l�tary serv�ce to occupy men’s m�nds and
t�re the�r l�mbs, wh�le now the ent�re populat�on, �solated from all the
world, had suddenly been reduced to a state of utter stagnat�on,
mental as well as phys�cal. He d�d as others d�d, lo�ter�ng h�s t�me
away from morn�ng t�ll n�ght, l�v�ng �n an atmosphere that for months
had been v�t�ated by the germs ar�s�ng from the half-crazed mob. He
read the newspapers and was an ass�duous frequenter of publ�c
meet�ngs, where he would often sm�le and shrug h�s shoulders at the
rant and fust�an of the speakers, but nevertheless would go away
w�th the most ultra not�ons teem�ng �n h�s bra�n, ready to engage �n
any desperate undertak�ng �n the defense of what he cons�dered
truth and just�ce. And s�tt�ng by the w�ndow �n h�s l�ttle bedroom, and
look�ng out over the c�ty, he would st�ll begu�le h�mself w�th dreams of
v�ctory; would tell h�mself that France and the Republ�c m�ght yet be
saved, so long as the treaty of peace rema�ned uns�gned.

The 1st of March was the day f�xed for the entrance of the
Pruss�ans �nto Par�s, and a long-drawn howl of wrath and execrat�on



went up from every heart. Maur�ce never attended a meet�ng now
that he d�d not hear Th�ers, the Assembly, even the men of
September 4th themselves, cursed and rev�led because they had not
spared the great hero�c c�ty that crown�ng degradat�on. He was
h�mself one n�ght aroused to such a p�tch of frenzy that he took the
floor and shouted that �t was the duty of all Par�s to go and d�e on the
ramparts rather than suffer the entrance of a s�ngle Pruss�an. It was
qu�te natural that the sp�r�t of �nsurrect�on should show �tself thus,
should bud and blossom �n the full l�ght of day, among that populace
that had f�rst been maddened by months of d�stress and fam�ne and
then had found �tself reduced to a cond�t�on of �dleness that afforded
�t abundant le�sure to brood on the susp�c�ons and fanc�ed wrongs
that were largely the product of �ts own d�sordered �mag�nat�on. It
was one of those moral cr�ses that have been not�ced as occurr�ng
after every great s�ege, �n wh�ch excess�ve patr�ot�sm, thwarted �n �ts
a�ms and asp�rat�ons, after hav�ng f�red men’s m�nds, degenerates
�nto a bl�nd rage for vengeance and destruct�on. The Central
Comm�ttee, elected by delegates from the Nat�onal Guard battal�ons,
had protested aga�nst any attempt to d�sarm the�r const�tuents. Then
came an �mmense popular demonstrat�on on the Place de la Bast�lle,
where there were red flags, �ncend�ary speeches and a crowd that
overflowed the square, the affa�r end�ng w�th the murder of a poor
�noffens�ve agent of pol�ce, who was bound to a plank, thrown �nto
the canal, and then stoned to death. And forty-e�ght hours later,
dur�ng the n�ght of the 26th of February, Maur�ce, awakened by the
beat�ng of the long roll and the sound of the tocs�n, beheld bands of
men and women stream�ng along the Boulevard des Bat�gnolles and
dragg�ng cannon after them. He descended to the street, and lay�ng
hold of the rope of a gun along w�th some twenty others, was told
how the people had gone to the Place Wagram and taken the p�eces
�n order that the Assembly m�ght not del�ver them to the Pruss�ans.
There were seventy of them; teams were want�ng, but the strong
arms of the mob, tugg�ng at the ropes and push�ng at the l�mbers
and axles, f�nally brought them to the summ�t of Montmartre w�th the
mad �mpetuos�ty of a barbar�an horde assur�ng the safety of �ts �dols.
When on March 1 the Pruss�ans took possess�on of the quarter of
the Champs Élysées, wh�ch they were to occupy only for one day,



keep�ng themselves str�ctly w�th�n the l�m�ts of the barr�ers, Par�s
looked on �n sullen s�lence, �ts streets deserted, �ts houses closed,
the ent�re c�ty l�feless and shrouded �n �ts dense ve�l of mourn�ng.

Two weeks more went by, dur�ng wh�ch Maur�ce could hardly have
told how he spent h�s t�me wh�le awa�t�ng the approach of the
momentous events of wh�ch he had a d�st�nct present�ment. Peace
was concluded def�n�tely at last, the Assembly was to commence �ts
regular sess�ons at Versa�lles on the 20th of the month; and yet for
h�m noth�ng was concluded: he felt that they were ere long to w�tness
the beg�nn�ng of a dreadful drama of atonement. On the 18th of
March, as he was about to leave h�s room, he rece�ved a letter from
Henr�ette urg�ng h�m to come and jo�n her at Rem�lly, coupled w�th a
playful threat that she would come and carry h�m off w�th her �f he
delayed too long to afford her that great pleasure. Then she went on
to speak of Jean, concern�ng whose affa�rs she was extremely
anx�ous; she told how, after leav�ng her late �n December to jo�n the
Army of the North, he had been se�zed w�th a low fever that had kept
h�m long a pr�soner �n a Belg�an hosp�tal, and only the preced�ng
week he had wr�tten her that he was about to start for Par�s,
notw�thstand�ng h�s enfeebled cond�t�on, where he was determ�ned
to seek act�ve serv�ce once aga�n. Henr�ette closed her letter by
begg�ng her brother to g�ve her a fa�thful account of how matters
were w�th Jean as soon as he should have seen h�m. Maur�ce la�d
the open letter before h�m on the table and sank �nto a confused
revery. Henr�ette, Jean; h�s s�ster whom he loved so fondly, h�s
brother �n suffer�ng and pr�vat�on; how absent from h�s da�ly thoughts
had those dear ones been s�nce the tempest had been rag�ng �n h�s
bosom! He aroused h�mself, however, and as h�s s�ster adv�sed h�m
that she had been unable to g�ve Jean the number of the house �n
the Rue des Ort�es, prom�sed h�mself to go that very day to the off�ce
where the reg�mental records were kept and hunt up h�s fr�end. But
he had barely got beyond h�s door and was cross�ng the Rue Sa�nt-
Honoré when he encountered two fellow-sold�ers of h�s battal�on,
who gave h�m an account of what had happened that morn�ng and
dur�ng the n�ght before at Montmartre, and the three men started off
on a run toward the scene of the d�sturbance.



Ah, that day of the 18th of March, the elat�on and enthus�asm that
�t aroused �n Maur�ce! In after days he could never remember clearly
what he sa�d and d�d. F�rst he beheld h�mself d�mly, as through a ve�l
of m�st, convulsed w�th rage at the rec�tal of how the troops had
attempted, �n the darkness and qu�et that precedes the dawn, to
d�sarm Par�s by se�z�ng the guns on Montmartre he�ghts. It was
ev�dent that Th�ers, who had arr�ved from Bordeaux, had been
med�tat�ng the blow for the last two days, �n order that the Assembly
at Versa�lles m�ght proceed w�thout fear to procla�m the monarchy.
Then the scene sh�fted, and he was on the ground at Montmartre
�tself—about n�ne o’clock �t was—f�red by the narrat�ve of the
people’s v�ctory: how the sold�ery had come sneak�ng up �n the
darkness, how the delay �n br�ng�ng up the teams had g�ven the
Nat�onal Guards an opportun�ty to fly to arms, the troops, hav�ng no
heart to f�re on women and ch�ldren, revers�ng the�r muskets and
fratern�z�ng w�th the people. Then he had wandered desultor�ly about
the c�ty, wherever chance d�rected h�s footsteps, and by m�dday had
sat�sf�ed h�mself that the Commune was master of Par�s, w�thout
even the necess�ty of str�k�ng a blow, for Th�ers and the m�n�sters
had decamped from the�r quarters �n the M�n�stry of Fore�gn Affa�rs,
the ent�re government was fly�ng �n d�sorder to Versa�lles, the th�rty
thousand troops had been hast�ly conducted from the c�ty, leav�ng
more than f�ve thousand deserters from the�r numbers along the l�ne
of the�r retreat. And later, about half-past f�ve �n the afternoon, he
could recall be�ng at a corner of the exter�or boulevard �n the m�dst of
a mob of howl�ng lunat�cs, l�sten�ng w�thout the sl�ghtest ev�dence of
d�sapproval to the abom�nable story of the murder of Generals
Lecomte and Clement Thomas. Generals, they called themselves;
f�ne generals, they! The leaders they had had at Sedan rose before
h�s memory, voluptuar�es and �mbec�les; one more, one less, what
odds d�d �t make! And the rema�nder of the day passed �n the same
state of half-crazed exc�tement, wh�ch served to d�stort everyth�ng to
h�s v�s�on; �t was an �nsurrect�on that the very stones of the streets
seemed to have favored, spread�ng, swell�ng, f�nally becom�ng
master of all at a stroke �n the unforeseen fatal�ty of �ts tr�umph, and
at ten o’clock �n the even�ng del�ver�ng the Hôtel de V�lle over to the



members of the Central Comm�ttee, who were greatly surpr�sed to
f�nd themselves there.

There was one memory, however, that rema�ned very d�st�nct to
Maur�ce’s m�nd: h�s unexpected meet�ng w�th Jean. It was three days
now s�nce the latter had reached Par�s, w�thout a sou �n h�s pocket,
emac�ated and enfeebled by the �llness that had cons�gned h�m to a
hosp�tal �n Brussels and kept h�m there two months, and hav�ng had
the luck to fall �n w�th Capta�n Ravaud, who had commanded a
company �n the 106th, he had enl�sted at once �n h�s former
acqua�ntance’s new company �n the 124th. H�s old rank as corporal
had been restored to h�m, and that even�ng he had just left the
Pr�nce Eugene barracks w�th h�s squad on h�s way to the left bank,
where the ent�re army was to concentrate, when a mob collected
about h�s men and stopped them as they were pass�ng along the
boulevard Sa�nt-Mart�n. The �nsurgents yelled and shouted, and
ev�dently were prepar�ng to d�sarm h�s l�ttle band. W�th perfect
coolness he told them to let h�m alone, that he had no bus�ness w�th
them or the�r affa�rs; all he wanted was to obey h�s orders w�thout
harm�ng anybody. Then a cry of glad surpr�se was heard, and
Maur�ce, who had chanced to pass that way, threw h�mself on the
other’s neck and gave h�m a brotherly hug.

“What, �s �t you! My s�ster wrote me about you. And just th�nk, no
later than th�s very morn�ng I was go�ng to look you up at the war
off�ce!”

Jean’s eyes were d�m w�th b�g tears of pleasure.
“Ah, my dear lad how glad I am to see you once more! I have been

look�ng for you, too, but where could a fellow expect to f�nd you �n
th�s confounded great b�g place?”

To the crowd, cont�nu�ng the�r angry mutter�ng, Maur�ce turned and
sa�d:

“Let me talk to them, c�t�zens! They’re good fellows; I’ll answer for
them.” He took h�s fr�end’s hands �n h�s, and lower�ng h�s vo�ce:
“You’ll jo�n us, won’t you?”

Jean’s face was the p�cture of surpr�se. “How, jo�n you? I don’t
understand.” Then for a moment he l�stened wh�le Maur�ce ra�led
aga�nst the government, aga�nst the army, rak�ng up old sores and



recall�ng all the�r suffer�ngs, tell�ng how at last they were go�ng to be
masters, pun�sh dolts and cowards and preserve the Republ�c. And
as he struggled to get the problems the other la�d before h�m through
h�s bra�n, the tranqu�l face of the unlettered peasant was clouded
w�th an �ncreas�ng sorrow. “Ah, no! ah, no! my boy. I can’t jo�n you �f
�t’s for that f�ne work you want me. My capta�n told me to go w�th my
men to Vaug�rard, and there I’m go�ng. In sp�te of the dev�l and h�s
angels I w�ll go there. That’s natural enough; you ought to know how
�t �s yourself.” He laughed w�th frank s�mpl�c�ty and added:

“It’s you who’ll come along w�th us.”
But Maur�ce released h�s hands w�th an angry gesture of d�ssent,

and thus they stood for some seconds, face to face, one under the
�nfluence of that madness that was sweep�ng all Par�s off �ts feet, the
malady that had been bequeathed to them by the cr�mes and foll�es
of the late re�gn, the other strong �n h�s �gnorance and pract�cal
common sense, unta�nted as yet because he had grown up apart
from the contam�nat�ng pr�nc�ple, �n the land where �ndustry and thr�ft
were honored. They were brothers, however, none the less; the t�e
that un�ted them was strong, and �t was a pang to them both when
the crowd suddenly surged forward and parted them.

“Au revo�r, Maur�ce!”
“Au revo�r, Jean!”
It was a reg�ment, the 79th, debouch�ng from a s�de street, that

had caused the movement among the crowd, forc�ng the r�oters back
to the s�dewalks by the we�ght of �ts compact column, closed �n
mass. There was some hoot�ng, but no one ventured to bar the way
aga�nst the sold�er boys, who went by at double t�me, well under
control of the�r off�cers. An opportun�ty was afforded the l�ttle squad
of the 124th to make the�r escape, and they followed �n the wake of
the larger body.

“Au revo�r, Jean!”
“Au revo�r, Maur�ce!”
They waved the�r hands once more �n a part�ng salute, y�eld�ng to

the fatal�ty that decreed the�r separat�on �n that manner, but each
none the less securely seated �n the other’s heart.



The extraord�nary occurrences of the next and the succeed�ng
days crowded on the heels of one another �n such sw�ft sequence
that Maur�ce had scarcely t�me to th�nk. On the morn�ng of the 19th
Par�s awoke w�thout a government, more surpr�sed than fr�ghtened
to learn that a pan�c dur�ng the n�ght had sent army, m�n�sters, and
all the publ�c serv�ce scurry�ng away to Versa�lles, and as the
weather happened to be f�ne on that magn�f�cent March Sunday,
Par�s stepped unconcernedly down �nto the streets to have a look at
the barr�cades. A great wh�te poster, bear�ng the s�gnature of the
Central Comm�ttee and convok�ng the people for the communal
elect�ons, attracted attent�on by the moderat�on of �ts language,
although much surpr�se was expressed at see�ng �t s�gned by names
so utterly unknown. There can be no doubt that at th�s �nc�p�ent stage
of the Commune Par�s, �n the b�tter memory of what �t had endured,
�n the susp�c�ons by wh�ch �t was haunted, and �n �ts unslaked th�rst
for further f�ght�ng, was aga�nst Versa�lles. It was a cond�t�on of
absolute anarchy, moreover, the confl�ct for the moment be�ng
between the mayors and the Central Comm�ttee, the former
fru�tlessly attempt�ng to �ntroduce measures of conc�l�at�on, wh�le the
latter, uncerta�n as yet to what extent �t could rely on the federated
Nat�onal Guard, cont�nued modestly to lay cla�m to no h�gher t�tle
than that of defender of the mun�c�pal l�bert�es. The shots f�red
aga�nst the pac�f�c demonstrat�on �n the Place Vendôme, the few
corpses whose blood reddened the pavements, f�rst sent a thr�ll of
terror c�rculat�ng through the c�ty. And wh�le these th�ngs were go�ng
on, wh�le the �nsurgents were tak�ng def�n�te possess�on of the
m�n�str�es and all the publ�c bu�ld�ngs, the ag�tat�on, rage and alarm
preva�l�ng at Versa�lles were extreme, the government there
hasten�ng to get together suff�c�ent troops to repel the attack wh�ch
they felt sure they should not have to wa�t for long. The stead�est and
most rel�able d�v�s�ons of the arm�es of the North and of the Lo�re
were hurr�ed forward. Ten days suff�ced to collect a force of nearly
e�ghty thousand men, and the t�de of return�ng conf�dence set �n so
strongly that on the 2d of Apr�l two d�v�s�ons opened host�l�t�es by
tak�ng from the federates Puteaux and Courbevo�e.

It was not unt�l the day follow�ng the events just ment�oned that
Maur�ce, start�ng out w�th h�s battal�on to effect the conquest of



Versa�lles, beheld, am�d the throng of m�sty, fever�sh memor�es that
rose to h�s poor wear�ed bra�n, Jean’s melancholy face as he had
seen �t last, and seemed to hear the tones of h�s last mournful au
revo�r. The m�l�tary operat�ons of the Versa�llese had f�lled the
Nat�onal Guard w�th alarm and �nd�gnat�on; three columns,
embrac�ng a total strength of f�fty thousand men, had gone storm�ng
that morn�ng through Boug�val and Meudon on the�r way to se�ze the
monarch�cal Assembly and Th�ers, the murderer. It was the torrent�al
sort�e that had been demanded w�th such �ns�stence dur�ng the
s�ege, and Maur�ce asked h�mself where he should ever see Jean
aga�n unless among the dead ly�ng on the f�eld of battle down
yonder. But �t was not long before he knew the result; h�s battal�on
had barely reached the Plateau des Bergères, on the road to Reu�l,
when the shells from Mont-Valer�en came tumbl�ng among the ranks.
Un�versal consternat�on re�gned; some had supposed that the fort
was held by the�r comrades of the Guard, wh�le others averred that
the commander had prom�sed solemnly to w�thhold h�s f�re. A w�ld
pan�c se�zed upon the men; the battal�ons broke and rushed back to
Par�s fast as the�r legs would let them, wh�le the head of the column,
d�verted by a flank�ng movement of General V�noy, was dr�ven back
on Reu�l and cut to p�eces there.

Then Maur�ce, who had escaped unharmed from the slaughter, h�s
nerves st�ll qu�ver�ng w�th the fury that had �nsp�red h�m on the
battlef�eld, was f�lled w�th fresh detestat�on for that so-called
government of law and order wh�ch always allowed �tself to be
beaten by the Pruss�ans, and could only muster up a l�ttle courage
when �t came to oppress�ng Par�s. And the German arm�es were st�ll
there, from Sa�nt-Den�s to Charenton, watch�ng the shameful
spectacle of �nternec�ne confl�ct! Thus, �n the f�erce long�ng for
vengeance and destruct�on that an�mated h�m, he could not do
otherw�se than sanct�on the f�rst measures of commun�st�c v�olence,
the bu�ld�ng of barr�cades �n the streets and publ�c squares, the
arrest of the archb�shop, some pr�ests, and former off�ceholders, who
were to be held as hostages. The atroc�t�es that d�st�ngu�shed e�ther
s�de �n that horr�ble confl�ct were already beg�nn�ng to man�fest
themselves, Versa�lles shoot�ng the pr�soners �t made, Par�s
retal�at�ng w�th a decree that for each one of �ts sold�ers murdered



three hostages should forfe�t the�r l�fe. The horror of �t, that fratr�c�dal
confl�ct, that wretched nat�on complet�ng the work of destruct�on by
devour�ng �ts own ch�ldren! And the l�ttle reason that rema�ned to
Maur�ce, �n the ru�n of all the th�ngs he had h�therto held sacred, was
qu�ckly d�ss�pated �n the wh�rlw�nd of bl�nd fury that swept all before
�t. In h�s eyes the Commune was to be the avenger of all the wrongs
they had suffered, the l�berator, com�ng w�th f�re and sword to pur�fy
and pun�sh. He was not qu�te clear �n m�nd about �t all, but
remembered hav�ng read how great and flour�sh�ng the old free c�t�es
had become, how wealthy prov�nces had federated and �mposed
the�r law upon the world. If Par�s should be v�ctor�ous he beheld her,
crowned w�th an aureole of glory, bu�ld�ng up a new France, where
l�berty and just�ce should be the watchwords, organ�z�ng a new
soc�ety, hav�ng f�rst swept away the rotten debr�s of the old. It was
true that when the result of the elect�ons became known he was
somewhat surpr�sed by the strange m�xture of moderates,
revolut�on�sts, and soc�al�sts of every sect and shade to whom the
accompl�shment of the great work was �ntrusted; he was acqua�nted
w�th several of the men and knew them to be of extremely med�ocre
ab�l�t�es. Would not the strongest among them come �n coll�s�on and
neutral�ze one another am�d the clash�ng �deas wh�ch they
represented? But on the day when the ceremony of the �naugurat�on
of the Commune took place before the Hôtel de V�lle, am�d the
thunder of art�llery and troph�es and red banners float�ng �n the a�r,
h�s boundless hopes aga�n got the better of h�s fears and he ceased
to doubt. Among the l�es of some and the unquest�on�ng fa�th of
others, the �llus�on started �nto l�fe aga�n w�th renewed v�gor, �n the
acute cr�s�s of the malady ra�sed to paroxysmal p�tch.

Dur�ng the ent�re month of Apr�l Maur�ce was on duty �n the
ne�ghborhood of Neu�lly. The gentle warmth of the early spr�ng had
brought out the blossoms on the l�lacs, and the f�ght�ng was
conducted among the br�ght verdure of the gardens; the Nat�onal
Guards came �nto the c�ty at n�ght w�th bouquets of flowers stuck �n
the�r muskets. The troops collected at Versa�lles were now so
numerous as to warrant the�r format�on �n two arm�es, a f�rst l�ne
under the orders of Marshal MacMahon and a reserve commanded
by General V�noy. The Commune had nearly a hundred thousand



Nat�onal Guards mob�l�zed and as many more on the rosters who
could be called out at short not�ce, but f�fty thousand were as many
as they ever brought �nto the f�eld at one t�me. Day by day the plan of
attack adopted by the Versa�llese became more man�fest: after
occupy�ng Neu�lly they had taken possess�on of the Château of
Bécon and soon after of Asn�ères, but these movements were s�mply
to make the �nvestment more complete, for the�r �ntent�on was to
enter the c�ty by the Po�nt-du-Jour soon as the converg�ng f�re from
Mont-Valer�en and Fort d’Issy should enable them to carry the
rampart there. Mont-Valer�en was the�rs already, and they were
stra�n�ng every nerve to capture Issy, ut�l�z�ng the works abandoned
by the Germans for the purpose. S�nce the m�ddle of Apr�l the f�re of
musketry and art�llery had been �ncessant; at Levallo�s and Neu�lly
the f�ght�ng never ceased, the sk�rm�shers blaz�ng away
un�nterruptedly, by n�ght as well as by day. Heavy guns, mounted on
armored cars, moved to and fro on the Belt Ra�lway, shell�ng
Asn�ères over the roofs of Levallo�s. It was at Vanves and Issy,
however, that the cannonade was f�ercest; �t shook the w�ndows of
Par�s as the s�ege had done when �t was at �ts he�ght. And when
f�nally, on the 9th of May, Fort d’Issy was obl�ged to succumb and fell
�nto the hands of the Versa�lles army the defeat of the Commune
was assured, and �n the�r frenzy of pan�c the leaders resorted to
most detestable measures.

Maur�ce favored the creat�on of a Comm�ttee of Publ�c Safety. The
warn�ngs of h�story came to h�s m�nd; had not the hour struck for
adopt�ng energet�c methods �f they w�shed to save the country?
There was but one of the�r barbar�t�es that really pa�ned h�m, and that
was the destruct�on of the Vendôme column; he reproached h�mself
for the feel�ng as be�ng a ch�ld�sh weakness, but h�s grandfather’s
vo�ce st�ll sounded �n h�s ears repeat�ng the old fam�l�ar tales of
Marengo, Austerl�tz, Jena, Eylau, Fr�edland, Wagram, the Moskowa
—those ep�c narrat�ves that thr�lled h�s pulses yet as often as he
thought of them. But that they should demol�sh the house of the
murderer Th�ers, that they should reta�n the hostages as a guarantee
and a menace, was not that r�ght and just when the Versa�llese were
uncha�n�ng the�r fury on Par�s, bombard�ng �t, destroy�ng �ts ed�f�ces,
slaughter�ng women and ch�ldren w�th the�r shells? As he saw the



end of h�s dream approach�ng dark thoughts of ru�n and destruct�on
f�lled h�s m�nd. If the�r �deas of just�ce and retr�but�on were not to
preva�l, �f they were to be crushed out of them w�th the�r l�fe-blood,
then per�sh the world, swept away �n one of those cosm�c upheavals
that are the beg�nn�ng of a new l�fe. Let Par�s s�nk beneath the
waves, let �t go up �n smoke and flame, l�ke a g�gant�c funeral pyre,
sooner than let �t be aga�n del�vered over to �ts former state of v�ce
and m�sery, to that old v�c�ous soc�al system of abom�nable �njust�ce.
And he dreamed another dark, terr�ble dream, the great c�ty reduced
to ashes, naught to be seen on e�ther s�de the Se�ne but p�les of
smolder�ng ru�ns, the fester�ng wound pur�f�ed and healed w�th f�re, a
catastrophe w�thout a name, such as had never been before,
whence should ar�se a new race. W�ld stor�es were everywhere
c�rculated, wh�ch �nterested h�m �ntensely, of the m�nes that were
dr�ven under all the quarters of the c�ty, the barrels of powder w�th
wh�ch the catacombs were stuffed, the monuments and publ�c
bu�ld�ngs ready to be blown �nto the a�r at a moment’s not�ce; and all
were connected by electr�c w�res �n such a way that a s�ngle spark
would suff�ce to set them off; there were great stores of �nflammable
substances, too, espec�ally petroleum, w�th wh�ch the streets and
avenues were to be converted �nto seeth�ng lakes of flame. The
Commune had sworn that should the Versa�llese enter the c�ty not
one of them would ever get beyond the barr�cades that closed the
ends of the streets; the pavements would yawn, the houses would
s�nk �n ru�ns, Par�s would go up �n flames, and bury assa�lants and
assa�led under �ts ashes.

And �f Maur�ce solaced h�mself w�th these crazy dreams, �t was
because of h�s secret d�scontent w�th the Commune �tself. He had
lost all conf�dence �n �ts members, he felt �t was �neff�c�ent, drawn th�s
way and that by so many confl�ct�ng elements, los�ng �ts head and
becom�ng purposeless and dr�vel�ng as �t saw the near approach of
the per�l w�th wh�ch �t was menaced. Of the soc�al reforms �t had
pledged �tself to �t had not been able to accompl�sh a s�ngle one, and
�t was now qu�te certa�n that �t would leave beh�nd �t no great work to
perpetuate �ts name. But what more than all bes�de was gnaw�ng at
�ts v�tals was the r�valr�es by wh�ch �t was d�stracted, the corrod�ng
susp�c�on and d�strust �n wh�ch each of �ts members l�ved. For some



t�me past many of them, the more moderate and the t�m�d, had
ceased to attend �ts sess�ons. The others shaped the�r course day by
day �n accordance w�th events, trembl�ng at the �dea of a poss�ble
d�ctatorsh�p; they had reached that po�nt where the fact�ons of
revolut�onary assemblages exterm�nate one another by way of
sav�ng the country. Cluzeret had become suspected, then
Dombrowsk�, and Rossel was about to share the�r fate. Delescluze,
appo�nted C�v�l Delegate at War, could do noth�ng of h�s own vol�t�on,
notw�thstand�ng h�s great author�ty. And thus the grand soc�al effort
that they had had �n v�ew wasted �tself �n the ever-w�den�ng �solat�on
about those men, whose power had become a null�ty, whose act�ons
were the result of the�r despa�r.

In Par�s there was an �ncreas�ng feel�ng of terror. Par�s, �rr�tated at
f�rst aga�nst Versa�lles, sh�ver�ng at the recollect�on of what �t had
suffered dur�ng the s�ege, was now break�ng away from the
Commune. The compulsory enrollment, the decree �ncorporat�ng
every man under forty �n the Nat�onal Guard, had angered the more
sedate c�t�zens and been the means of br�ng�ng about a general
exodus: men �n d�sgu�se and prov�ded w�th forged papers of Alsat�an
c�t�zensh�p made the�r escape by way of Sa�nt-Den�s; others let
themselves down �nto the moat �n the darkness of the n�ght w�th
ropes and ladders. The wealthy had long s�nce taken the�r departure.
None of the factor�es and workshops had opened the�r doors; trade
and commerce there was none; there was no employment for labor;
the l�fe of enforced �dleness went on am�d the alarmed expectancy of
the fr�ghtful denouement that everyone felt could not be far away.
And the people depended for the�r da�ly bread on the pay of the
Nat�onal Guards, that dole of th�rty sous that was pa�d from the
m�ll�ons extorted from the Bank of France, the th�rty sous for the sake
of wh�ch alone many men were wear�ng the un�form, wh�ch had been
one of the pr�mary causes and the ra�son d’être of the �nsurrect�on.
Whole d�str�cts were deserted, the shops closed, the house-fronts
l�feless. In the br�ght May sunsh�ne that flooded the empty streets the
few pedestr�ans beheld noth�ng mov�ng save the barbar�c d�splay of
the bur�al of some federates k�lled �n act�on, the funeral tra�n where
no pr�est walked, the hearse draped w�th red flags, followed by a
crowd of men and women bear�ng bouquets of �mmortelles. The



churches were closed and d�d duty each even�ng as pol�t�cal club-
rooms. The revolut�onary journals alone were hawked about the
streets; the others had been suppressed. Great Par�s was �ndeed an
unhappy c�ty �n those days, what w�th �ts republ�can sympath�es that
made �t detest the monarch�cal Assembly at Versa�lles and �ts ever-
�ncreas�ng terror of the Commune, from wh�ch �t prayed most
fervently to be del�vered among all the gr�sly stor�es that were
current, the da�ly arrests of c�t�zens as hostages, the casks of
gunpowder that f�lled the sewers, where men patrolled by day and
n�ght awa�t�ng the s�gnal to apply the torch.

Maur�ce, who had never been a dr�nk�ng man, allowed h�mself to
be seduced by the too prevalent hab�t of over-�ndulgence. It had
become a th�ng of frequent occurrence w�th h�m now, when he was
out on p�cket duty or had to spend the n�ght �n barracks, to take a
“pony” of brandy, and �f he took a second �t was apt to go to h�s head
�n the alcohol-laden atmosphere that he was forced to breathe. It had
become ep�dem�c, that chron�c drunkenness, among those men w�th
whom bread was scarce and who could have all the brandy they
wanted by ask�ng for �t. Toward even�ng on Sunday, the 21st of May,
Maur�ce came home drunk, for the f�rst t�me �n h�s l�fe, to h�s room �n
the Rue des Ort�es, where he was �n the hab�t of sleep�ng
occas�onally. He had been at Neu�lly aga�n that day, blaz�ng away at
the enemy and tak�ng a n�p now and then w�th the comrades, to see
�f �t would not rel�eve the terr�ble fat�gue from wh�ch he was suffer�ng.
Then, w�th a l�ght head and heavy legs, he came and threw h�mself
on the bed �n h�s l�ttle chamber; �t must have been through force of
�nst�nct, for he could never remember how he got there. And �t was
not unt�l the follow�ng morn�ng, when the sun was h�gh �n the
heavens, that he awoke, aroused by the r�ng�ng of the alarm bells,
the blare of trumpets and beat�ng of drums. Dur�ng the n�ght the
Versa�llese, f�nd�ng a gate undefended, had effected an unres�sted
entrance at the Po�nt-du-Jour.

When he had thrown on h�s clothes and hastened down �nto the
street, h�s musket slung across h�s shoulder by the strap, a band of
fr�ghtened sold�ers whom he fell �n w�th at the ma�r�e of the
arrond�ssement related to h�m the occurrences of the n�ght, �n the
m�dst of a confus�on such that at f�rst he had hard work to



understand. Fort d’Issy and the great battery at Montretout,
seconded by Mont Valer�en, for the last ten days had been batter�ng
the rampart at the Po�nt-du-Jour, as a consequence of wh�ch the
Sa�nt-Cloud gate was no longer tenable and an assault had been
ordered for the follow�ng morn�ng, the 22d; but someone who
chanced to pass that way at about f�ve o’clock perce�ved that the
gate was unprotected and �mmed�ately not�f�ed the guards �n the
trenches, who were not more than f�fty yards away. Two compan�es
of the 37th reg�ment of regulars were the f�rst to enter the c�ty, and
were qu�ckly followed by the ent�re 4th corps under General Douay.
All n�ght long the troops were pour�ng �n �n an un�nterrupted stream.
At seven o’clock Verge’s d�v�s�on marched down to the br�dge at
Grenelle, crossed, and pushed on to the Trocadero. At n�ne General
Cl�nchamp was master of Passy and la Muette. At three o’clock �n
the morn�ng the 1st corps had p�tched �ts tents �n the Bo�s de
Boulogne, wh�le at about the same hour Bruat’s d�v�s�on was pass�ng
the Se�ne to se�ze the Sèvres gate and fac�l�tate the movement of the
2d Corps, General de C�ssey’s, wh�ch occup�ed the d�str�ct of
Grenelle an hour later. The Versa�lles army, therefore, on the
morn�ng of the 22d, was master of the Trocadero and the Château of
la Muette on the r�ght bank, and of Grenelle on the left; and great
was the rage and consternat�on that preva�led among the
Commun�sts, who were already accus�ng one another of treason,
frant�c at the thought of the�r �nev�table defeat.

When Maur�ce at last understood the cond�t�on of affa�rs h�s f�rst
thought was that the end had come, that all left h�m was to go forth
and meet h�s death. But the tocs�n was peal�ng, drums were beat�ng,
women and ch�ldren, even, were work�ng on the barr�cades, the
streets were al�ve w�th the st�r and bustle of the battal�ons hurry�ng to
assume the pos�t�ons ass�gned them �n the com�ng confl�ct. By
m�dday �t was seen that the Versa�llese were rema�n�ng qu�et �n the�r
new pos�t�ons, and then fresh courage returned to the hearts of the
sold�ers of the Commune, who were resolved to conquer or d�e. The
enemy’s army, wh�ch they had feared to see �n possess�on of the
Tu�ler�es by that t�me, prof�t�ng by the stern lessons of exper�ence
and �m�tat�ng the prudent tact�cs of the Pruss�ans, conducted �ts
operat�ons w�th the utmost caut�on. The Comm�ttee of Publ�c Safety



and Delescluze, Delegate at War, d�rected the defense from the�r
quarters �n the Hôtel de V�lle. It was reported that a last proposal for
a peaceable arrangement had been rejected by them w�th d�sda�n.
That served to �nsp�re the men w�th st�ll more courage, the tr�umph of
Par�s was assured, the res�stance would be as uny�eld�ng as the
attack was v�nd�ct�ve, �n the �mplacable hate, swollen by l�es and
cruelt�es, that �nflamed the heart of e�ther army. And that day was
spent by Maur�ce �n the quarters of the Champ de Mars and the
Inval�des, f�r�ng and fall�ng back slowly from street to street. He had
not been able to f�nd h�s battal�on; he fought �n the ranks w�th
comrades who were strangers to h�m, accompany�ng them �n the�r
march to the left bank w�thout tak�ng heed wh�ther they were go�ng.
About four o’clock they had a fur�ous confl�ct beh�nd a barr�cade that
had been thrown across the Rue de l’Un�vers�té, where �t comes out
on the Esplanade, and �t was not unt�l tw�l�ght that they abandoned �t
on learn�ng that Bruat’s d�v�s�on, steal�ng up along the qua�, had
se�zed the Corps Lég�slat�f. They had a narrow escape from capture,
and �t was w�th great d�ff�culty that they managed to reach the Rue
de L�lle after a long c�rcu�t through the Rue Sa�nt-Dom�n�que and the
Rue Bellechasse. At the close of that day the army of Versa�lles
occup�ed a l�ne wh�ch, beg�nn�ng at the Vanves gate, led past the
Corps Lég�slat�f, the Palace of the Elysee, St. August�ne’s Church,
the Lazare stat�on, and ended at the Asn�ères gate.

The next day, Tuesday, the 23d, was warm and br�ght, and a
terr�ble day �t was for Maur�ce. The few hundred federates w�th
whom he was, and �n whose ranks were men of many d�fferent
battal�ons, were charged w�th the defense of the ent�re quart�er, from
the qua� to the Rue Sa�nt-Dom�n�que. Most of them had b�vouacked
�n the gardens of the great mans�ons that l�ne the Rue de L�lle; he
had had an unbroken n�ght’s rest on a grass-plot at one s�de of the
Palace of the Leg�on of Honor. It was h�s bel�ef that soon as �t was
l�ght enough the troops would move out from the�r shelter beh�nd the
Corps Lég�slat�f and force them back upon the strong barr�cades �n
the Rue du Bac, but hour after hour passed and there was no s�gn of
an attack. There was only some desultory f�r�ng at long range
between part�es posted at e�ther end of the streets. The Versa�llese,
who were not des�rous of attempt�ng a d�rect attack on the front of



the form�dable fortress �nto wh�ch the �nsurgents had converted the
terrace of the Tu�ler�es, developed the�r plan of act�on w�th great
c�rcumspect�on; two strong columns were sent out to r�ght and left
that, sk�rt�ng the ramparts, should f�rst se�ze Montmartre and the
Observatory and then, wheel�ng �nward, swoop down on the central
quarters, surround�ng them and captur�ng all they conta�ned, as a
shoal of f�sh �s captured �n the meshes of a g�gant�c net. About two
o’clock Maur�ce heard that the tr�color was float�ng over Montmartre:
the great battery of the Moul�n de la Galette had succumbed to the
comb�ned attack of three army corps, wh�ch hurled the�r battal�ons
s�multaneously on the northern and western faces of the butte
through the Rues Lep�c, des Saules and du Mont-Cen�s; then the
waves of the v�ctor�ous troops had poured back on Par�s, carry�ng
the Place Sa�nt-Georges, Notre-Dame de Lorette, the ma�r�e �n the
Rue Drouot and the new Opera House, wh�le on the left bank the
turn�ng movement, start�ng from the cemetery of Mont-Parnasse,
had reached the Place d’Enfer and the Horse Market. These t�d�ngs
of the rap�d progress of the host�le army were rece�ved by the
communards w�th m�ngled feel�ngs of rage and terror amount�ng
almost to stupefact�on. What, Montmartre carr�ed �n two hours;
Montmartre, the glor�ous, the �mpregnable c�tadel of the �nsurrect�on!
Maur�ce saw that the ranks were th�nn�ng about h�m; trembl�ng
sold�ers, fear�ng the fate that was �n store for them should they be
caught, were sl�nk�ng furt�vely away to look for a place where they
m�ght wash the powder gr�me from hands and face and exchange
the�r un�form for a blouse. There was a rumor that the enemy were
mak�ng ready to attack the Cro�x-Rouge and take the�r pos�t�on �n
flank. By th�s t�me the barr�cades �n the Rues Mart�gnac and
Bellechasse had been carr�ed, the red-legs were beg�nn�ng to make
the�r appearance at the end of the Rue de L�lle, and soon all that
rema�ned was a l�ttle band of fanat�cs and men w�th the courage of
the�r op�n�ons, Maur�ce and some f�fty more, who were resolved to
sell the�r l�ves dearly, k�ll�ng as many as they could of those
Versa�llese, who treated the federates l�ke th�eves and murderers,
dragg�ng away the pr�soners they made and shoot�ng them �n the
rear of the l�ne of battle. The�r b�tter an�mos�ty had broadened and
deepened s�nce the days before; �t was war to the kn�fe between



those rebels dy�ng for an �dea and that army, �nflamed w�th
react�onary pass�ons and �rr�tated that �t was kept so long �n the f�eld.

About f�ve o’clock, as Maur�ce and h�s compan�ons were f�nally
fall�ng back to seek the shelter of the barr�cades �n the Rue du Bac,
descend�ng the Rue de L�lle and paus�ng at every moment to f�re
another shot, he suddenly beheld volumes of dense black smoke
pour�ng from an open w�ndow �n the Palace of the Leg�on of Honor. It
was the f�rst f�re k�ndled �n Par�s, and �n the fur�ous �nsan�ty that
possessed h�m �t gave h�m a f�erce del�ght. The hour had struck; let
the whole c�ty go up �n flame, let �ts people be cleansed by the f�ery
pur�f�cat�on! But a s�ght that he saw presently f�lled h�m w�th surpr�se:
a band of f�ve or s�x men came hurry�ng out of the bu�ld�ng, headed
by a tall varlet �n whom he recogn�zed Chouteau, h�s former comrade
�n the squad of the 106th. He had seen h�m once before, after the
18th of March, wear�ng a gold-laced kep�; he seemed by h�s
bed�zened un�form to have r�sen �n rank, was probably on the staff of
some one of the many generals who were never seen where there
was f�ght�ng go�ng on. He remembered the account somebody had
g�ven h�m of that fellow Chouteau, of h�s quarter�ng h�mself �n the
Palace of the Leg�on of Honor and l�v�ng there, guzzl�ng and sw�ll�ng,
�n company w�th a m�stress, wallow�ng w�th h�s boots on �n the great
luxur�ous beds, smash�ng the plate-glass m�rrors w�th shots from h�s
revolver, merely for the amusement there was �n �t. It was even
asserted that the woman left the bu�ld�ng every morn�ng �n one of the
state carr�ages, under pretense of go�ng to the Halles for her day’s
market�ng, carry�ng off w�th her great bundles of l�nen, clocks, and
even art�cles of furn�ture, the fru�t of the�r th�ever�es. And Maur�ce, as
he watched h�m runn�ng away w�th h�s men, carry�ng a bucket of
petroleum on h�s arm, exper�enced a s�cken�ng sensat�on of doubt
and felt h�s fa�th beg�nn�ng to waver. How could the terr�ble work they
were engaged �n be good, when men l�ke that were the workmen?

Hours passed, and st�ll he fought on, but w�th a b�tter feel�ng of
d�stress, w�th no other w�sh than that he m�ght d�e. If he had erred,
let h�m at least atone for h�s error w�th h�s blood! The barr�cade
across the Rue de L�lle, near �ts �ntersect�on w�th the Rue du Bac,
was a form�dable one, composed of bags and casks f�lled w�th earth
and faced by a deep d�tch. He and a scant dozen of other federates



were �ts only defenders, rest�ng �n a sem�-recumbent pos�t�on on the
ground, �nfall�bly caus�ng every sold�er who exposed h�mself to b�te
the dust. He lay there, w�thout even chang�ng h�s pos�t�on, unt�l
n�ghtfall, us�ng up h�s cartr�dges �n s�lence, �n the dogged sullenness
of h�s despa�r. The dense clouds of smoke from the Palace of the
Leg�on of Honor were b�llow�ng upward �n denser masses, the flames
und�st�ngu�shable as yet �n the dy�ng dayl�ght, and he watched the
fantast�c, chang�ng forms they took as the w�nd wh�rled them
downward to the street. Another f�re had broken out �n an hotel not
far away. And all at once a comrade came runn�ng up to tell h�m that
the enemy, not dar�ng to advance along the street, were mak�ng a
way for themselves through the houses and gardens, break�ng down
the walls w�th p�cks. The end was close at hand; they m�ght come
out �n the rear of the barr�cade at any moment. A shot hav�ng been
f�red from an upper w�ndow of a house on the corner, he saw
Chouteau and h�s gang, w�th the�r petroleum and the�r l�ghted torch,
rush w�th frant�c speed to the bu�ld�ngs on e�ther s�de and cl�mb the
sta�rs, and half an hour later, �n the �ncreas�ng darkness, the ent�re
square was �n flames, wh�le he, st�ll prone on the ground beh�nd h�s
shelter, ava�led h�mself of the v�v�d l�ght to p�ck off any venturesome
sold�er who stepped from h�s protect�ng doorway �nto the narrow
street.

How long d�d Maur�ce keep on f�r�ng? He could not tell; he had lost
all consc�ousness of t�me and place. It m�ght be n�ne o’clock, or ten,
perhaps. He cont�nued to load and f�re; h�s cond�t�on of
hopelessness and gloom was p�t�able; death seemed to h�m long �n
com�ng. The detestable work he was engaged �n gave h�m now a
sensat�on of nausea, as the fumes of the w�ne he has drunk r�se and
nauseate the drunkard. An �ntense heat began to beat on h�m from
the houses that were burn�ng on every s�de—an a�r that scorched
and asphyx�ated. The carrefour, w�th the barr�cades that closed �t �n,
was become an �ntrenched camp, guarded by the roar�ng flames that
rose on every s�de and sent down showers of sparks. Those were
the orders, were they not? to f�re the adjacent houses before they
abandoned the barr�cades, arrest the progress of the troops by an
�mpassable sea of flame, burn Par�s �n the face of the enemy
advanc�ng to take possess�on of �t. And presently he became aware



that the houses �n the Rue du Bac were not the only ones that were
devoted to destruct�on; look�ng beh�nd h�m he beheld the whole sky
suffused w�th a br�ght, ruddy glow; he heard an om�nous roar �n the
d�stance, as �f all Par�s were burst�ng �nto conflagrat�on. Chouteau
was no longer to be seen; he had long s�nce fled to save h�s sk�n
from the bullets. H�s comrades, too, even those most zealous �n the
cause, had one by one stolen away, affr�ghted at the approach�ng
prospect of be�ng outflanked. At last he was left alone, stretched at
length between two sand bags, h�s every faculty bent on defend�ng
the front of the barr�cade, when the sold�ers, who had made the�r
way through the gardens �n the m�ddle of the block, emerged from a
house �n the Rue du Bac and pounced on h�m from the rear.

For two whole days, �n the fevered exc�tement of the supreme
confl�ct, Maur�ce had not once thought of Jean, nor had Jean, s�nce
he entered Par�s w�th h�s reg�ment, wh�ch had been ass�gned to
Bruat’s d�v�s�on, for a s�ngle moment remembered Maur�ce. The day
before h�s dut�es had kept h�m �n the ne�ghborhood of the Champ de
Mars and the Esplanade of the Inval�des, and on th�s day he had
rema�ned �n the Place du Pala�s-Bourbon unt�l nearly noon, when the
troops were sent forward to clean out the barr�cades of the quart�er,
as far as the Rue des Sa�nts-Pères. A feel�ng of deep exasperat�on
aga�nst the r�oters had gradually taken possess�on of h�m, usually so
calm and self-conta�ned, as �t had of all h�s comrades, whose ardent
w�sh �t was to be allowed to go home and rest after so many months
of fat�gue. But of all the atroc�t�es of the Commune that st�rred h�s
plac�d nature and made h�m forgetful even of h�s tenderest
affect�ons, there were none that angered h�m as d�d those
conflagrat�ons. What, burn houses, set f�re to palaces, and s�mply
because they had lost the battle! Only robbers and murderers were
capable of such work as that. And he who but the day before had
sorrowed over the summary execut�ons of the �nsurgents was now
l�ke a madman, ready to rend and tear, yell�ng, shout�ng, h�s eyes
start�ng from the�r sockets.

Jean burst l�ke a hurr�cane �nto the Rue du Bac w�th the few men
of h�s squad. At f�rst he could d�st�ngu�sh no one; he thought the
barr�cade had been abandoned. Then, look�ng more closely, he
perce�ved a communard extended on the ground between two sand



bags; he st�rred, he brought h�s p�ece to the shoulder, was about to
d�scharge �t down the Rue du Bac. And �mpelled by bl�nd fate, Jean
rushed upon the man and thrust h�s bayonet through h�m, na�l�ng h�m
to the barr�cade.

Maur�ce had not had t�me to turn. He gave a cry and ra�sed h�s
head. The bl�nd�ng l�ght of the burn�ng bu�ld�ngs fell full on the�r
faces.

“O Jean, dear old boy, �s �t you?”
To d�e, that was what he w�shed, what he had been long�ng for.

But to d�e by h�s brother’s hand, ah! the cup was too b�tter; the
thought of death no longer sm�led on h�m.

“Is �t you, Jean, old fr�end?”
Jean, sobered by the terr�ble shock, looked at h�m w�th w�ld eyes.

They were alone; the other sold�ers had gone �n pursu�t of the
fug�t�ves. About them the conflagrat�ons roared and crackled and
blazed up h�gher than before; great sheets of wh�te flame poured
from the w�ndows, wh�le from w�th�n came the crash of fall�ng
ce�l�ngs. And Jean cast h�mself on the ground at Maur�ce’s s�de,
sobb�ng, feel�ng h�m, try�ng to ra�se h�m to see �f he m�ght not yet be
saved.

“My boy, oh! my poor, poor boy!”



VIII.

When at about n�ne o’clock the tra�n from Sedan, after
�nnumerable delays along the way, rolled �nto the Sa�nt-Den�s
stat�on, the sky to the south was l�t up by a f�ery glow as �f all Par�s
was burn�ng. The l�ght had �ncreased w�th the grow�ng darkness, and
now �t f�lled the hor�zon, cl�mb�ng constantly h�gher up the heavens
and t�nge�ng w�th blood-red hues some clouds, that lay off to the
eastward �n the gloom wh�ch the contrast rendered more opaque
than ever.

The travelers al�ghted, Henr�ette among the f�rst, alarmed by the
glare they had beheld from the w�ndows of the cars as they rushed
onward across the darkl�ng f�elds. The sold�ers of a Pruss�an
detachment, moreover, that had been sent to occupy the stat�on,
went through the tra�n and compelled the passengers to leave �t,
wh�le two of the�r number, stat�oned on the platform, shouted �n
guttural French:

“Par�s �s burn�ng. All out here! th�s tra�n goes no further. Par�s �s
burn�ng, Par�s �s burn�ng!”

Henr�ette exper�enced a terr�ble shock. Mon D�eu! was she too
late, then? Rece�v�ng no reply from Maur�ce to her two last letters,
the alarm�ng news from Par�s had f�lled her w�th such mortal terror
that she determ�ned to leave Rem�lly and come and try to f�nd her
brother �n the great c�ty. For months past her l�fe at Uncle Fouchard’s
had been a melancholy one; the troops occupy�ng the v�llage and the
surround�ng country had become harsher and more exact�ng as the
res�stance of Par�s was protracted, and now that peace was declared
and the reg�ments were str�ng�ng along the roads, one by one, on
the�r way home to Germany, the country and the c�t�es through wh�ch
they passed were taxed to the�r utmost to feed the hungry sold�ers.



The morn�ng when she arose at daybreak to go and take the tra�n at
Sedan, look�ng out �nto the courtyard of the farmhouse she had seen
a body of cavalry who had slept there all n�ght, scattered
prom�scuously on the bare ground, wrapped �n the�r long cloaks.
They were so numerous that the earth was h�dden by them. Then, at
the shr�ll summons of a trumpet call, all had r�sen to the�r feet, s�lent,
draped �n the folds of those long mantles, and �n such serr�ed, close
array that she �nvoluntar�ly thought of the graves of a battlef�eld
open�ng and g�v�ng up the�r dead at the call of the last trump. And
here aga�n at Sa�nt-Den�s she encountered the Pruss�ans, and �t was
from Pruss�an l�ps that came that cry wh�ch caused her such
d�stress:

“All out here! th�s tra�n goes no further. Par�s �s burn�ng!”
Henr�ette, her l�ttle satchel �n her hand, rushed d�stractedly up to

the men �n quest of �nformat�on. There had been heavy f�ght�ng �n
Par�s for the last two days, they told her, the ra�lway had been
destroyed, the Germans were watch�ng the course of events. But
she �ns�sted on pursu�ng her journey at every r�sk, and catch�ng s�ght
upon the platform of the off�cer �n command of the detachment
deta�led to guard the stat�on, she hurr�ed up to h�m.

“S�r, I am terr�bly d�stressed about my brother, and am try�ng to get
to h�m. I entreat you, furn�sh me w�th the means to reach Par�s.” The
l�ght from a gas jet fell full on the capta�n’s face she stopped �n
surpr�se. “What, Otto, �s �t you! Oh, mon D�eu, be good to me, s�nce
chance has once more brought us together!”

It was Otto Gunther, the cous�n, as st�ff and ceremon�ous as ever,
t�ght-buttoned �n h�s Guard’s un�form, the p�cture of a narrow-m�nded
mart�net. At f�rst he fa�led to recogn�ze the l�ttle, th�n, �ns�gn�f�cant-
look�ng woman, w�th the handsome l�ght ha�r and the pale, gentle
face; �t was only by the brave, honest look that f�lled her eyes that he
f�nally remembered her. H�s only answer was a sl�ght shrug of the
shoulders.

“You know I have a brother �n the army,” Henr�ette eagerly went
on. “He �s �n Par�s; I fear he has allowed h�mself to become m�xed up
w�th th�s horr�ble confl�ct. O Otto, I beseech you, ass�st me to
cont�nue my journey.”



At last he condescended to speak. “But I can do noth�ng to help
you; really I cannot. There have been no tra�ns runn�ng s�nce
yesterday; I bel�eve the ra�ls have been torn up over by the ramparts
somewhere. And I have ne�ther a horse and carr�age nor a man to
gu�de you at my d�sposal.”

She looked h�m �n the face w�th a low, st�fled murmur of pa�n and
sorrow to behold h�m thus obdurate. “Oh, you w�ll do noth�ng to a�d
me. My God, to whom then can I turn!”

It was an unl�kely story for one of those Pruss�ans to tell, whose
hosts were everywhere all-powerful, who had the c�ty at the�r beck
and call, could have requ�s�t�oned a hundred carr�ages and brought a
thousand horses from the�r stables. And he den�ed her prayer w�th
the haughty a�r of a v�ctor who has made �t a law to h�mself not to
�nterfere w�th the concerns of the vanqu�shed, lest thereby he m�ght
def�le h�mself and tarn�sh the luster of h�s new-won laurels.

“At all events,” cont�nued Henr�ette, “you know what �s go�ng on �n
the c�ty; you won’t refuse to tell me that much.”

He gave a sm�le, so fa�nt as scarce to be percept�ble. “Par�s �s
burn�ng. Look! come th�s way, you can see more clearly.”

Leav�ng the stat�on, he preceded her along the track for a hundred
steps or so unt�l they came to an �ron foot-br�dge that spanned the
road. When they had cl�mbed the narrow sta�rs and reached the floor
of the structure, rest�ng the�r elbows on the ra�l�ng, they beheld the
broad level pla�n outstretched before them, at the foot of the slope of
the embankment.

“You see, Par�s �s burn�ng.”
It was �n the ne�ghborhood of ten o’clock. The f�erce red glare that

l�t the southern sky was ever mount�ng h�gher. The blood-red clouds
had d�sappeared from where they had floated �n the east; the zen�th
was l�ke a great �nverted bowl of �nky blackness, across wh�ch ran
the reflect�ons of the d�stant flames. The hor�zon was one unbroken
l�ne of f�re, but to the r�ght they could d�st�ngu�sh spots where the
conflagrat�on was rag�ng w�th greater fury, send�ng up great sp�res
and p�nnacles of flame, of the most v�v�d scarlet, to p�erce the dense
opac�ty above, am�d b�llow�ng clouds of smoke. It was l�ke the
burn�ng of some great forest, where the f�re br�dges �nterven�ng



space, and leaps from tree to tree; one would have sa�d the very
earth must be calc�ned and reduced to ashes beneath the heat of
Par�s’ g�gant�c funeral pyre.

“Look,” sa�d Otto, “that em�nence that you see prof�led �n black
aga�nst the red background �s Montmartre. There on the left, at
Bellev�lle and la V�llette, there has not been a house burned yet; �t
must be they are select�ng the d�str�cts of the wealthy for the�r work;
and �t spreads, �t spreads. Look! there �s another conflagrat�on
break�ng out; watch the flames there to the r�ght, how they seethe
and r�se and fall; observe the sh�ft�ng t�nts of the vapors that r�se
from the blaz�ng furnace. And others, and others st�ll; the heavens
are on f�re!”

He d�d not ra�se h�s vo�ce or man�fest any s�gn of feel�ng, and �t
froze Henr�ette’s blood that a human be�ng could stand by and
w�tness such a spectacle unmoved. Ah, that those Pruss�ans should
be there to see that s�ght! She saw an �nsult �n h�s stud�ed calmness,
�n the fa�nt sm�le that played upon h�s l�ps, as �f he had long foreseen
and been watch�ng for that unparalleled d�saster. So, Par�s was
burn�ng then at last, Par�s, upon whose monuments the German
shells had scarce been able to �nfl�ct more than a scratch! and he
was there to see �t burn, and �n the spectacle found compensat�on
for all h�s gr�evances, the �nord�nate length to wh�ch the s�ege had
been protracted, the b�tter, freez�ng weather, the d�ff�cult�es they had
surmounted only to see them present themselves anew under some
other shape, the to�l and trouble they had had �n mount�ng the�r
heavy guns, wh�le all the t�me Germany from beh�nd was
reproach�ng them w�th the�r d�lator�ness. Noth�ng �n all the glory of
the�r v�ctory, ne�ther the ceded prov�nces nor the �ndemn�ty of f�ve
m�ll�ards, appealed to h�m so strongly as d�d that s�ght of Par�s, �n a
f�t of fur�ous madness, �mmolat�ng herself and go�ng up �n smoke and
flame on that beaut�ful spr�ng n�ght.

“Ah, �t was sure to come,” he added �n a lower vo�ce. “F�ne work,
my masters!”

It seemed to Henr�ette as �f her heart would break �n presence of
that d�re catastrophe. Her personal gr�ef was lost to s�ght for some
m�nutes, swallowed up �n the great drama of a people’s atonement



that was be�ng enacted before her eyes. The thought of the l�ves that
would be sacr�f�ced to the devour�ng flames, the s�ght of the great
cap�tal blaz�ng on the hor�zon, em�tt�ng the �nfernal l�ght of the c�t�es
that were accursed and sm�tten for the�r �n�qu�ty, el�c�ted from her an
�nvoluntary cry of angu�sh. She clasped her hands, ask�ng:

“Oh, merc�ful Father, of what have we been gu�lty that we should
be pun�shed thus?”

Otto ra�sed h�s arm �n an orator�cal att�tude. He was on the po�nt of
speak�ng, w�th the stern, cold-blooded vehemence of the m�l�tary
b�got who has ever a quotat�on from Holy Wr�t at h�s tongue’s end,
but glanc�ng at the young woman, the look he encountered from her
cand�d, gentle eyes checked h�m. Bes�des, h�s gesture had spoken
for h�m; �t told h�s hatred for the nat�on, h�s conv�ct�on that he was �n
France to mete out just�ce, delegated by the God of Arm�es, to
chast�se a perverse and st�ff-necked generat�on. Par�s was burn�ng
off there on the hor�zon �n exp�at�on of �ts centur�es of d�ssolute l�fe,
of �ts heaped-up measure of cr�me and lust. Once aga�n the German
race were to be the sav�ors of the world, were to purge Europe of the
remnant of Lat�n corrupt�on. He let h�s arm fall to h�s s�de and s�mply
sa�d:

“It �s the end of all. There �s another quart�er doomed, for see, a
fresh f�re has broken out there to the r�ght. In that d�rect�on, that l�ne
of flame that creeps onward l�ke a stream of lava—”

Ne�ther spoke for a long t�me; an awed s�lence rested on them.
The great waves of flame cont�nued to ascend, send�ng up
streamers and r�bbons of v�v�d l�ght h�gh �nto the heavens. Beneath
the sea of f�re was every moment extend�ng �ts boundar�es, a
toss�ng, stormy, burn�ng ocean, whence now arose dense clouds of
smoke that collected over the c�ty �n a huge pall of a somber coppery
hue, wh�ch was wafted slowly athwart the blackness of the n�ght,
streak�ng the vault of heaven w�th �ts accursed ra�n of ashes and of
soot.

Henr�ette started as �f awak�ng from an ev�l dream, and, the
thought of her brother flow�ng �n aga�n upon her m�nd, once more
became a suppl�cant.

“Can you do noth�ng for me? won’t you ass�st me to get to Par�s?”



W�th h�s former a�r of unconcern Otto aga�n ra�sed h�s eyes to the
hor�zon, sm�l�ng vaguely.

“What would be the use? s�nce to-morrow morn�ng the c�ty w�ll be
a p�le of ru�ns!”

And that was all; she left the br�dge, w�thout even b�dd�ng h�m
good-by, fly�ng, she knew not wh�ther, w�th her l�ttle satchel, wh�le he
rema�ned yet a long t�me at h�s post of observat�on, a mot�onless
f�gure, r�g�d and erect, lost �n the darkness of the n�ght, feast�ng h�s
eyes on the spectacle of that Babylon �n flames.

Almost the f�rst person that Henr�ette encountered on emerg�ng
from the stat�on was a stout lady who was chaffer�ng w�th a hackman
over h�s charge for dr�v�ng her to the Rue R�chel�eu �n Par�s, and the
young woman pleaded so touch�ngly, w�th tears �n her eyes, that
f�nally the lady consented to let her occupy a seat �n the carr�age.
The dr�ver, a l�ttle swarthy man, wh�pped up h�s horse and d�d not
open h�s l�ps once dur�ng the r�de, but the stout lady was extremely
loquac�ous, tell�ng how she had left the c�ty the day but one before
after t�ghtly lock�ng and bolt�ng her shop, but had been so �mprudent
as to leave some valuable papers beh�nd, h�dden �n a hole �n the
wall; hence her m�nd had been occup�ed by one engross�ng thought
for the two hours that the c�ty had been burn�ng, how she m�ght
return and snatch her property from the flames. The sleepy guards at
the barr�er allowed the carr�age to pass w�thout much d�ff�culty, the
worthy lady allay�ng the�r scruples w�th a f�b, tell�ng them she was
br�ng�ng back her n�ece w�th her to Par�s to ass�st �n nurs�ng her
husband, who had been wounded by the Versa�llese. It was not unt�l
they commenced to make the�r way along the paved streets that they
encountered ser�ous obstacles; they were obl�ged at every moment
to turn out �n order to avo�d the barr�cades that were erected across
the roadway, and when at last they reached the boulevard
Po�sson�ère the dr�ver declared he would go no further. The two
women were therefore forced to cont�nue the�r way on foot, through
the Rue du Sent�er, the Rue des Jeûneurs, and all the c�rcumscr�b�ng
reg�on of the Bourse. As they approached the fort�f�cat�ons the
blaz�ng sky had made the�r way as br�ght before them as �f �t had
been broad day; now they were surpr�sed by the deserted and



tranqu�l cond�t�on of the streets, where the only sound that d�sturbed
the st�llness was a dull, d�stant roar. In the v�c�n�ty of the Bourse,
however, they were alarmed by the sound of musketry; they sl�pped
along w�th great caut�on, hugg�ng the walls. On reach�ng the Rue
R�chel�eu and f�nd�ng her shop had not been d�sturbed, the stout lady
was so overjoyed that she �ns�sted on see�ng her travel�ng
compan�on safely housed; they struck through the Rue du Hazard,
the Rue Sa�nt-Anne, and f�nally reached the Rue des Ort�es. Some
federates, whose battal�on was st�ll hold�ng the Rue Sa�nt-Anne,
attempted to prevent them from pass�ng. It was four o’clock and
already qu�te l�ght when Henr�ette, exhausted by the fat�gue of her
long day and the stress of her emot�ons, reached the old house �n
the Rue des Ort�es and found the door stand�ng open. Cl�mb�ng the
dark, narrow sta�rcase, she turned to the left and d�scovered beh�nd
a door a ladder that led upward toward the roof.

Maur�ce, meant�me, beh�nd the barr�cade �n the Rue du Bac, had
succeeded �n ra�s�ng h�mself to h�s knees, and Jean’s heart throbbed
w�th a w�ld, tumultuous hope, for he bel�eved he had p�nned h�s
fr�end to the earth.

“Oh, my l�ttle one, are you al�ve st�ll? �s that great happ�ness �n
store for me, brute that I am? Wa�t a moment, let me see.”

He exam�ned the wound w�th great tenderness by the l�ght of the
burn�ng bu�ld�ngs. The bayonet had gone through the r�ght arm near
the shoulder, but a more ser�ous part of the bus�ness was that �t had
afterward entered the body between two of the r�bs and probably
touched the lung. St�ll, the wounded man breathed w�thout much
apparent d�ff�culty, but the r�ght arm hung useless at h�s s�de.

“Poor old boy, don’t gr�eve! We shall have t�me to say good-by to
each other, and �t �s better thus, you see; I am glad to have done w�th
�t all. You have done enough for me to make up for th�s, for I should
have d�ed long ago �n some d�tch, even as I am dy�ng now, had �t not
been for you.”

But Jean, hear�ng h�m speak thus, aga�n gave way to an outburst
of v�olent gr�ef.

“Hush, hush! Tw�ce you saved me from the clutches of the
Pruss�ans. We were qu�ts; �t was my turn to devote my l�fe, and



�nstead of that I have sla�n you. Ah, tonnerre de D�eu! I must have
been drunk not to recogn�ze you; yes, drunk as a hog from glutt�ng
myself w�th blood.”

Tears streamed from h�s eyes at the recollect�on of the�r last
part�ng, down there, at Rem�lly, when they embraced, ask�ng
themselves �f they should ever meet aga�n, and how, under what
c�rcumstances of sorrow or of gladness. It was noth�ng, then, that
they had passed to�lsome days and sleepless n�ghts together, w�th
death star�ng them �n the face? It was to br�ng them to th�s
abom�nable th�ng, to th�s senseless, atroc�ous fratr�c�de, that the�r
hearts had been fused �n the cruc�ble of those weeks of suffer�ng
endured �n common? No, no, �t could not be; he turned �n horror from
the thought.

“Let’s see what I can do, l�ttle one; I must save you.”
The f�rst th�ng to be done was to remove h�m to a place of safety,

for the troops d�spatched the wounded Commun�sts wherever they
found them. They were alone, fortunately; there was not a m�nute to
lose. He f�rst r�pped the sleeve from wr�st to shoulder w�th h�s kn�fe,
then took off the un�form coat. Some blood flowed; he made haste to
bandage the arm securely w�th str�ps that he tore from the l�n�ng of
the garment for the purpose. After that he staunched as well as he
could the wound �n the s�de and fastened the �njured arm over �t, He
luck�ly had a b�t of cord �n h�s pocket, wh�ch he knotted t�ghtly around
the pr�m�t�ve dress�ng, thus assur�ng the �mmob�l�ty of the �njured
parts and prevent�ng hemorrhage.

“Can you walk?”
“Yes, I th�nk so.”
But he d�d not dare to take h�m through the streets thus, �n h�s sh�rt

sleeves. Remember�ng to have seen a dead sold�er ly�ng �n an
adjacent street, he hurr�ed off and presently came back w�th a
capote and a kep�. He threw the greatcoat over h�s fr�end’s shoulders
and ass�sted h�m to sl�p h�s un�njured arm �nto the left sleeve. Then,
when he had put the kep� on h�s head:

“There, now you are one of us—where are we to go?”



That was the quest�on. H�s rev�v�ng hope and courage were
suddenly damped by a horr�ble uncerta�nty. Where were they to look
for a shelter that gave prom�se of secur�ty? the troops were
search�ng the houses, were shoot�ng every Commun�st they took
w�th arms �n h�s hands. And �n add�t�on to that, ne�ther of them knew
a soul �n that port�on of the c�ty to whom they m�ght apply for succor
and refuge; not a place where they m�ght h�de the�r heads.

“The best th�ng to do would be to go home where I l�ve,” sa�d
Maur�ce. “The house �s out of the way; no one w�ll ever th�nk of
v�s�t�ng �t. But �t �s �n the Rue des Ort�es, on the other s�de of the
r�ver.”

Jean gave vent to a muttered oath �n h�s �rresolut�on and despa�r.
“Nom de D�eu! What are we to do?”
It was useless to th�nk of attempt�ng to pass the Pont Royal, wh�ch

could not have been more br�ll�antly �llum�nated �f the noonday sun
had been sh�n�ng on �t. At every moment shots were heard com�ng
from e�ther bank of the r�ver. Bes�des that, the blaz�ng Tu�ler�es lay
d�rectly �n the�r path, and the Louvre, guarded and barr�caded, would
be an �nsurmountable obstacle.

“That ends �t, then; there’s no way open,” sa�d Jean, who had
spent s�x months �n Par�s on h�s return from the Ital�an campa�gn.

An �dea suddenly flashed across h�s bra�n. There had formerly
been a place a l�ttle below the Pont Royal where small boats were
kept for h�re; �f the boats were there st�ll they would make the
venture. The route was a long and dangerous one, but they had no
cho�ce, and, further, they must act w�th dec�s�on.

“See here, l�ttle one, we’re go�ng to clear out from here; the local�ty
�sn’t healthy. I’ll manufacture an excuse for my l�eutenant; I’ll tell h�m
the communards took me pr�soner and I got away.”

Tak�ng h�s unhurt arm he susta�ned h�m for the short d�stance they
had to traverse along the Rue du Bac, where the tall houses on
e�ther hand were now ablaze from cellar to garret, l�ke huge torches.
The burn�ng c�nders fell on them �n showers, the heat was so �ntense
that the ha�r on the�r head and face was s�nged, and when they
came out on the qua� they stood for a moment dazed and bl�nded by



the terr�f�c l�ght of the conflagrat�ons, rear�ng the�r tall crests
heavenward, on e�ther s�de the Se�ne.

“One wouldn’t need a candle to go to bed by here,” grumbled
Jean, w�th whose plans the �llum�nat�on prom�sed to �nterfere. And �t
was only when he had helped Maur�ce down the steps to the left and
a l�ttle way down stream from the br�dge that he felt somewhat easy
�n m�nd. There was a clump of tall trees stand�ng on the bank of the
stream, whose shadow gave them a measure of secur�ty. For near a
quarter of an hour the dark forms mov�ng to and fro on the oppos�te
qua� kept them �n a fever of apprehens�on. There was f�r�ng, a
scream was heard, succeeded by a loud splash, and the bosom of
the r�ver was d�sturbed. The br�dge was ev�dently guarded.

“Suppose we pass the n�ght �n that shed?” suggested Maur�ce,
po�nt�ng to the wooden structure that served the boatman as an
off�ce.

“Yes, and get p�nched to-morrow morn�ng!”
Jean was st�ll harbor�ng h�s �dea. He had found qu�te a flot�lla of

small boats there, but they were all securely fastened w�th cha�ns;
how was he to get one loose and secure a pa�r of oars? At last he
d�scovered two oars that had been thrown as�de as useless; he
succeeded �n forc�ng a padlock, and when he had stowed Maur�ce
away �n the bow, shoved off and allowed the boat to dr�ft w�th the
current, caut�ously hugg�ng the shore and keep�ng �n the shadow of
the bath�ng-houses. Ne�ther of them spoke a word, horror-str�cken as
they were by the baleful spectacle that presented �tself to the�r v�s�on.
As they floated down the stream and the�r hor�zon w�dened the
enorm�ty of the terr�ble s�ght �ncreased, and when they reached the
br�dge of Solfer�no a s�ngle glance suff�ced to embrace both the
blaz�ng qua�s.

On the�r left the palace of the Tu�ler�es was burn�ng. It was not yet
dark when the Commun�sts had f�red the two extrem�t�es of the
structure, the Pav�l�on de Flore and the Pav�l�on de Marsan, and w�th
rap�d str�des the flames had ga�ned the Pav�l�on de l’Horloge �n the
central port�on, beneath wh�ch, �n the Salle des Marechaux, a m�ne
had been prepared by stack�ng up casks of powder. At that moment
the �nterven�ng bu�ld�ngs were belch�ng from the�r shattered w�ndows



dense volumes of redd�sh smoke, streaked w�th long r�bbons of blue
flame. The roofs, yawn�ng as does the earth �n reg�ons where
volcan�c agenc�es preva�l, were seamed w�th great cracks through
wh�ch the rag�ng sea of f�re beneath was v�s�ble. But the grandest,
saddest spectacle of all was that afforded by the Pav�l�on de Flore, to
wh�ch the torch had been earl�est appl�ed and wh�ch was ablaze from
�ts foundat�on to �ts lofty summ�t, burn�ng w�th a deep, f�erce roar that
could be heard far away. The petroleum w�th wh�ch the floors and
hang�ngs had been soaked gave the flames an �ntens�ty such that
the �ronwork of the balcon�es was seen to tw�st and wr�the �n the
convolut�ons of a serpent, and the tall monumental ch�mneys, w�th
the�r elaborate carv�ngs, glowed w�th the fervor of l�ve coals.

Then, st�ll on the�r left, were, f�rst, the Chanceller�e of the Leg�on of
Honor, wh�ch was f�red at f�ve o’clock �n the afternoon and had been
burn�ng nearly seven hours, and next, the Palace of the Counc�l of
State, a huge rectangular structure of stone, wh�ch was spout�ng
torrents of f�re from every or�f�ce �n each of �ts two colonnaded
stor�es. The four structures surround�ng the great central court had
all caught at the same moment, and the petroleum, wh�ch here also
had been d�str�buted by the barrelful, had poured down the four
grand sta�rcases at the four corners of the bu�ld�ng �n r�vers of
hellf�re. On the facade that faced the r�ver the black l�ne of the
mansard was prof�led d�st�nctly aga�nst the ruddy sky, am�d the red
tongues that rose to l�ck �ts base, wh�le colonnades, entablatures,
fr�ezes, carv�ngs, all stood out w�th startl�ng v�v�dness �n the bl�nd�ng,
sh�mmer�ng glow. So great was the energy of the f�re, so terr�ble �ts
propuls�ve force, that the colossal structure was �n some sort ra�sed
bod�ly from the earth, trembl�ng and rumbl�ng on �ts foundat�ons,
preserv�ng �ntact only �ts four mass�ve walls, �n the f�erce erupt�on
that hurled �ts heavy z�nc roof h�gh �n a�r. Then, close at one s�de
were the d’Orsay barracks, wh�ch burned w�th a flame that seemed
to p�erce the heavens, so purely wh�te and so unwaver�ng that �t was
l�ke a tower of l�ght. And f�nally, back from the r�ver, were st�ll other
f�res, the seven houses �n the Rue du Bac, the twenty-two houses �n
the Rue de L�lle, help�ng to t�nge the sky a deeper cr�mson, prof�l�ng
the�r flames on other flames, �n a blood-red ocean that seemed to
have no end.



Jean murmured �n awed tone:
“D�d ever mortal man look on the l�ke of th�s! the very r�ver �s on

f�re.”
The�r boat seemed to be sa�l�ng on the bosom of an �ncandescent

stream. As the danc�ng l�ghts of the m�ghty conflagrat�ons were
caught by the r�pples of the current the Se�ne seemed to be pour�ng
down torrents of l�v�ng coals; flashes of �ntensest cr�mson played
f�tfully across �ts surface, the blaz�ng brands fell �n showers �nto the
water and were ext�ngu�shed w�th a h�ss. And ever they floated
downward w�th the t�de on the bosom of that blood-red stream,
between the blaz�ng palaces on e�ther hand, l�ke wayfarers �n some
accursed c�ty, doomed to destruct�on and burn�ng on the banks of a
r�ver of molten lava.

“Ah!” excla�med Maur�ce, w�th a fresh access of madness at the
s�ght of the havoc he had longed for, “let �t burn, let �t all go up �n
smoke!”

But Jean s�lenced h�m w�th a terr�f�ed gesture, as �f he feared such
blasphemy m�ght br�ng them ev�l. Where could a young man whom
he loved so fondly, so del�cately nurtured, so well �nformed, have
p�cked up such �deas? And he appl�ed h�mself more v�gorously to the
oars, for they had now passed the br�dge of Solfer�no and were
come out �nto a w�de open space of water. The l�ght was so �ntense
that the r�ver was �llum�nated as by the noonday sun when �t stands
vert�cally above men’s heads and casts no shadow. The most m�nute
objects, such as the edd�es �n the stream, the stones p�led on the
banks, the small trees along the qua�s, stood out before the�r v�s�on
w�th wonderful d�st�nctness. The br�dges, too, were part�cularly
not�ceable �n the�r dazzl�ng wh�teness, and so clearly def�ned that
they could have counted every stone; they had the appearance of
narrow gangways thrown across the f�ery stream to connect one
conflagrat�on w�th the other. Am�d the roar of the flames and the
general clamor a loud crash occas�onally announced the fall of some
stately ed�f�ce. Dense clouds of soot hung �n the a�r and settled
everywhere, the w�nd brought odors of pest�lence on �ts w�ngs. And
another horror was that Par�s, those more d�stant quarters of the c�ty
that lay back from the banks of the Se�ne, had ceased to ex�st for



them. To r�ght and left of the conflagrat�on that raged w�th such f�erce
resplendency was an unfathomable gulf of blackness; all that
presented �tself to the�r stra�ned gaze was a vast waste of shadow,
an empty vo�d, as �f the devour�ng element had reached the utmost
l�m�ts of the c�ty and all Par�s were swallowed up �n everlast�ng n�ght.
And the heavens, too, were dead and l�feless; the flames rose so
h�gh that they ext�ngu�shed the stars.

Maur�ce, who was becom�ng del�r�ous, laughed w�ldly.
“H�gh carn�val at the Conso�l d’Etat and at the Tu�ler�es to-n�ght!

They have �llum�nated the facades, women are danc�ng beneath the
sparkl�ng chandel�ers. Ah, dance, dance and be merry, �n your
smok�ng pett�coats, w�th your ch�gnons ablaze—”

And he drew a p�cture of the feasts of Sodom and Gomorrah, the
mus�c, the l�ghts, the flowers, the unment�onable org�es of lust and
drunkenness, unt�l the candles on the walls blushed at the
shamelessness of the d�splay and f�red the palaces that sheltered
such deprav�ty. Suddenly there was a terr�f�c explos�on. The f�re,
approach�ng from e�ther extrem�ty of the Tu�ler�es, had reached the
Salle des Marechaux, the casks of powder caught, the Pav�l�on de
l’Horloge was blown �nto the a�r w�th the v�olence of a powder m�ll. A
column of flame mounted h�gh �n the heavens, and spread�ng,
expanded �n a great f�ery plume on the �nky blackness of the sky, the
crown�ng d�splay of the horr�d fete.

“Bravo!” excla�med Maur�ce, as at the end of the play, when the
l�ghts are ext�ngu�shed and darkness settles on the stage.

Aga�n Jean, �n stammer�ng, d�sconnected sentences, besought
h�m to be qu�et. No, no, �t was not r�ght to w�sh ev�ls to anyone! And �f
they �nvoked destruct�on, would not they themselves per�sh �n the
general ru�n? H�s sole des�re was to f�nd a land�ng place so that he
m�ght no longer have that horr�d spectacle before h�s eyes. He
cons�dered �t best not to attempt to land at the Pont de la Concorde,
but, round�ng the elbow of the Se�ne, pulled on unt�l they reached the
Qua� de la Conférence, and even at that cr�t�cal moment, �nstead of
shov�ng the sk�ff out �nto the stream to take �ts chances, he wasted
some prec�ous moments �n secur�ng �t, �n h�s �nst�nct�ve respect for
the property of others. Wh�le do�ng th�s he had seated Maur�ce



comfortably on the bank; h�s plan was to reach the Rue des Ort�es
through the Place de la Concorde and the Rue Sa�nt-Honoré. Before
proceed�ng further he cl�mbed alone to the top of the steps that
ascended from the qua� to explore the ground, and on w�tness�ng the
obstacles they would have to surmount h�s courage was almost
daunted. There lay the �mpregnable fortress of the Commune, the
terrace of the Tu�ler�es br�stl�ng w�th cannon, the Rues Royale,
Florent�n, and R�vol� obstructed by lofty and mass�ve barr�cades; and
th�s state of affa�rs expla�ned the tact�cs of the army of Versa�lles,
whose l�ne that n�ght descr�bed an �mmense arc, the center and apex
rest�ng on the Place de la Concorde, one of the two extrem�t�es
be�ng at the fre�ght depot of the Northern Ra�lway on the r�ght bank,
the other on the left bank, at one of the bast�ons of the ramparts,
near the gate of Arcue�l. But as the n�ght advanced the Communards
had evacuated the Tu�ler�es and the barr�cades and the regular
troops had taken possess�on of the quart�er �n the m�dst of further
conflagrat�ons; twelve houses at the junct�on of the Rue Sa�nt-
Honoré and the Rue Royale had been burn�ng s�nce n�ne o’clock �n
the even�ng.

When Jean descended the steps and reached the r�ver-bank aga�n
he found Maur�ce �n a sem�-comatose cond�t�on, the effects of the
react�on after h�s hyster�cal outbreak.

“It w�ll be no easy job. I hope you are go�ng to be able to walk,
youngster?”

“Yes, yes; don’t be alarmed. I’ll get there somehow, al�ve or dead.”
It was not w�thout great d�ff�culty that he cl�mbed the stone steps,

and when he reached the level ground of the qua� at the summ�t he
walked very slowly, supported by h�s compan�on’s arm, w�th the
shuffl�ng ga�t of a somnambul�st. The day had not dawned yet, but
the reflected l�ght from the burn�ng bu�ld�ngs cast a lur�d �llum�nat�on
on the w�de Place. They made the�r way �n s�lence across �ts deep
sol�tude, s�ck at heart to behold the mournful scene of devastat�on �t
presented. At e�ther extrem�ty, beyond the br�dge and at the further
end of the Rue Royale, they could fa�ntly d�scern the shadowy
outl�nes of the Pala�s Bourbon and the Church of the Madele�ne, torn
by shot and shell. The terrace of the Tu�ler�es had been breached by



the f�re of the s�ege guns and was part�ally �n ru�ns. On the Place
�tself the bronze ra�l�ngs and ornaments of the founta�ns had been
ch�pped and defaced by the balls; the colossal statue of L�lle lay on
the ground shattered by a project�le, wh�le near at hand the statue of
Strasbourg, shrouded �n heavy ve�ls of crape, seemed to be
mourn�ng the ru�n that surrounded �t on every s�de. And near the
Obel�sk, wh�ch had escaped unscathed, a gas-p�pe �n �ts trench had
been broken by the p�ck of a careless workman, and the escap�ng
gas, f�red by some acc�dent, was flar�ng up �n a great undulat�ng jet,
w�th a roar�ng, h�ss�ng sound.

Jean gave a w�de berth to the barr�cade erected across the Rue
Royale between the M�n�stry of Mar�ne and the Garde-Meuble, both
of wh�ch the f�re had spared; he could hear the vo�ces of the sold�ers
beh�nd the sand bags and casks of earth w�th wh�ch �t was
constructed. Its front was protected by a d�tch, f�lled w�th stagnant,
green�sh water, �n wh�ch was float�ng the dead body of a federate,
and through one of �ts embrasures they caught a gl�mpse of the
houses �n the carrefour Sa�nt-Honoré, wh�ch were burn�ng st�ll �n
sp�te of the eng�nes that had come �n from the suburbs, of wh�ch they
heard the roar and clatter. To r�ght and left the trees and the k�osks of
the newspaper venders were r�ddled by the storm of bullets to wh�ch
they had been subjected. Loud cr�es of horror arose; the f�remen, �n
explor�ng the cellar of one of the burn�ng houses, had come across
the charred bod�es of seven of �ts �nmates.

Although the barr�cade that closed the entrance to the Rue Sa�nt-
Florent�n and the Rue de R�vol� by �ts sk�lled construct�on and great
he�ght appeared even more form�dable than the other, Jean’s �nst�nct
told h�m they would have less d�ff�culty �n gett�ng by �t. It was
completely evacuated, �ndeed, and the Versa�lles troops had not yet
entered �t. The abandoned guns were rest�ng �n the embrasures �n
peaceful slumber, the only l�v�ng th�ng beh�nd that �nv�nc�ble rampart
was a stray dog, that scuttled away �n haste. But as Jean was
mak�ng what speed he could along the Rue Sa�nt-Florent�n,
susta�n�ng Maur�ce, whose strength was g�v�ng out, that wh�ch he
had been �n fear of came to pass; they fell d�rectly �nto the arms of
an ent�re company of the 88th of the l�ne, wh�ch had turned the
barr�cade.



“Capta�n,” he expla�ned, “th�s �s a comrade of m�ne, who has just
been wounded by those band�ts. I am tak�ng h�m to the hosp�tal.”

It was then that the capote wh�ch he had thrown over Maur�ce’s
shoulders stood them �n good stead, and Jean’s heart was beat�ng
l�ke a tr�p-hammer as at last they turned �nto the Rue Sa�nt-Honoré.
Day was just break�ng, and the sound of shots reached the�r ears
from the cross-streets, for f�ght�ng was go�ng on st�ll throughout the
quart�er. It was l�ttle short of a m�racle that they f�nally reached the
Rue des Frondeurs w�thout susta�n�ng any more d�sagreeable
adventure. The�r progress was extremely slow; the last four or f�ve
hundred yards appeared �nterm�nable. In the Rue des Frondeurs
they struck up aga�nst a commun�st p�cket, but the federates,
th�nk�ng a whole reg�ment was at hand, took to the�r heels. And now
they had but a short b�t of the Rue d’Argenteu�l to traverse and they
would be safe �n the Rue des Ort�es.

For four long hours that seemed l�ke an etern�ty Jean’s long�ng
des�re had been bent on that Rue des Ort�es w�th fever�sh
�mpat�ence, and now they were there �t appeared l�ke a haven of
safety. It was dark, s�lent, and deserted, as �f there were no battle
rag�ng w�th�n a hundred leagues of �t. The house, an old, narrow
house w�thout a conc�erge, was st�ll as the grave.

“I have the keys �n my pocket,” murmured Maur�ce. “The b�g one
opens the street door, the l�ttle one �s the key of my room, way at the
top of the house.”

He succumbed and fa�nted dead away �n Jean’s arms, whose
alarm and d�stress were extreme. They made h�m forget to close the
outer door, and he had to grope h�s way up that strange, dark
sta�rcase, bear�ng h�s l�feless burden and observ�ng the greatest
caut�on not to stumble or make any no�se that m�ght arouse the
sleep�ng �nmates of the rooms. When he had ga�ned the top he had
to depos�t the wounded man on the floor wh�le he searched for the
chamber door by str�k�ng matches, of wh�ch he fortunately had a
supply �n h�s pocket, and only when he had found and opened �t d�d
he return and ra�se h�m �n h�s arms aga�n. Enter�ng, he la�d h�m on
the l�ttle �ron bed that faced the w�ndow, wh�ch he threw open to �ts
full extent �n h�s great need of a�r and l�ght. It was broad day; he



dropped on h�s knees bes�de the bed, sobb�ng as �f h�s heart would
break, suddenly abandoned by all h�s strength as the fearful thought
aga�n smote h�m that he had sla�n h�s fr�end.

M�nutes passed; he was hardly surpr�sed when, ra�s�ng h�s eyes,
he saw Henr�ette stand�ng by the bed. It was perfectly natural: her
brother was dy�ng, she had come. He had not even seen her enter
the room; for all he knew she m�ght have been stand�ng there for
hours. He sank �nto a cha�r and watched her w�th stup�d eyes as she
hovered about the bed, her heart wrung w�th mortal angu�sh at s�ght
of her brother ly�ng there senseless, �n h�s blood-sta�ned garments.
Then h�s memory began to act aga�n; he asked:

“Tell me, d�d you close the street door?”
She answered w�th an aff�rmat�ve mot�on of the head, and as she

came toward h�m, extend�ng her two hands �n her great need of
sympathy and support, he added:

“You know �t was I who k�lled h�m.”
She d�d not understand; she d�d not bel�eve h�m. He felt no flutter

�n the two l�ttle hands that rested conf�d�ngly �n h�s own.
“It was I who k�lled h�m—yes, ’twas over yonder, beh�nd a

barr�cade, I d�d �t. He was f�ght�ng on one s�de, I on the other—”
There began to be a flutter�ng of the l�ttle hands.
“We were l�ke drunken men, none of us knew what he as about—�t

was I who k�lled h�m.”
Then Henr�ette, sh�ver�ng, pale as death, w�thdrew her hands,

f�x�ng on h�m a gaze that was full of horror. Father of Mercy, was the
end of all th�ngs come! was her crushed and bleed�ng heart to know
no peace for ever more! Ah, that Jean, of whom she had been
th�nk�ng that very day, happy �n the unshaped hope that perhaps she
m�ght see h�m once aga�n! And �t was he who had done that
abom�nable th�ng; and yet he had saved Maur�ce, for was �t not he
who had brought h�m home through so many per�ls? She could not
y�eld her hands to h�m now w�thout a revolt of all her be�ng, but she
uttered a cry �nto wh�ch she threw the last hope of her tortured and
d�stracted heart.

“Oh! I w�ll save h�m; I must save h�m, now!”



She had acqu�red cons�derable exper�ence �n surgery dur�ng the
long t�me she had been �n attendance on the hosp�tal at Rem�lly, and
now she proceeded w�thout delay to exam�ne her brother’s hurt, who
rema�ned unconsc�ous wh�le she was undress�ng h�m. But when she
und�d the rude bandage of Jean’s �nvent�on, he st�rred feebly and
uttered a fa�nt cry of pa�n, open�ng w�de h�s eyes that were br�ght
w�th fever. He recogn�zed her at once and sm�led.

“You here! Ah, how glad I am to see you once more before I d�e!”
She s�lenced h�m, speak�ng �n a tone of cheerful conf�dence.
“Hush, don’t talk of dy�ng; I won’t allow �t! I mean that you shall

l�ve! There, be qu�et, and let me see what �s to be done.”
However, when Henr�ette had exam�ned the �njured arm and the

wound �n the s�de, her face became clouded and a troubled look
rose to her eyes. She �nstalled herself as m�stress �n the room,
search�ng unt�l she found a l�ttle o�l, tear�ng up old sh�rts for
bandages, wh�le Jean descended to the lower reg�ons for a p�tcher of
water. He d�d not open h�s mouth, but looked on �n s�lence as she
washed and deftly dressed the wounds, �ncapable of a�d�ng her,
seem�ngly depr�ved of all power of act�on by her presence there.
When she had concluded her task, however, not�c�ng her alarmed
express�on, he proposed to her that he should go and secure a
doctor, but she was �n possess�on of all her clear �ntell�gence. No,
no; she would not have a chance-met doctor, of whom they knew
noth�ng, who, perhaps, would betray her brother to the author�t�es.
They must have a man they could depend on; they could afford to
wa�t a few hours. F�nally, when Jean sa�d he must go and report for
duty w�th h�s company, �t was agreed that he should return as soon
as he could get away, and try to br�ng a surgeon w�th h�m.

He delayed h�s departure, seem�ngly unable to make up h�s m�nd
to leave that room, whose atmosphere was pervaded by the ev�l he
had un�ntent�onally done. The w�ndow, wh�ch had been closed for a
moment, had been opened aga�n, and from �t the wounded man,
ly�ng on h�s bed, h�s head propped up by p�llows, was look�ng out
over the c�ty, wh�le the others, also, �n the oppress�ve s�lence that
had settled on the chamber, were gaz�ng out �nto vacancy.



From that elevated po�nt of the Butte des Moul�ns a good half of
Par�s lay stretched beneath the�r eyes �n a vast panorama: f�rst the
central d�str�cts, from the Faubourg Sa�nt-Honoré to the Bast�lle, then
the Se�ne �n �ts ent�re course through the c�ty, w�th the th�ckly-bu�lt,
densely-populated reg�ons of the left bank, an ocean of roofs,
treetops, steeples, domes, and towers. The l�ght was grow�ng
stronger, the abom�nable n�ght, than wh�ch there have been few
more terr�ble �n h�story, was ended; but beneath the rosy sky, �n the
pure, clear l�ght of the r�s�ng sun, the f�res were blaz�ng st�ll. Before
them lay the burn�ng Tu�ler�es, the d’Orsay barracks, the Palaces of
the Counc�l of State and the Leg�on of Honor, the flames from wh�ch
were paled by the super�or refulgence of the day-star. Even beyond
the houses �n the Rue de L�lle and the Rue du Bac there must have
been other structures burn�ng, for clouds of smoke were v�s�ble r�s�ng
from the carrefour of la Cro�x-Rouge, and, more d�stant st�ll, from the
Rue Vav�n and the Rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs. Nearer at hand
and to the�r r�ght the f�res �n the Rue Sa�nt-Honoré were dy�ng out,
wh�le to the left, at the Pala�s-Royal and the new Louvre, to wh�ch
the torch had not been appl�ed unt�l near morn�ng, the work of the
�ncend�ar�es was apparently a fa�lure. But what they were unable to
account for at f�rst was the dense volume of black smoke wh�ch,
�mpelled by the west w�nd, came dr�v�ng past the�r w�ndow. F�re had
been set to the M�n�stry of F�nance at three o’clock �n the morn�ng
and ever s�nce that t�me �t had been smolder�ng, em�tt�ng no blaze,
among the stacks and p�les of documents that were conta�ned �n the
low-ce�led, f�re-proof vaults and chambers. And �f the terr�f�c
�mpress�ons of the n�ght were not there to pres�de at the awaken�ng
of the great c�ty—the fear of total destruct�on, the Se�ne pour�ng �ts
f�ery waves past the�r doors, Par�s k�ndl�ng �nto flame from end to
end—a feel�ng of gloom and despa�r, hung heavy over the quart�ers
that had been spared, w�th that dense, on-pour�ng smoke, whose
dusky cloud was ever spread�ng. Presently the sun, wh�ch had r�sen
br�ght and clear, was h�d by �t, and the golden sky was f�lled w�th the
great funeral pall.

Maur�ce, who appeared to be del�r�ous aga�n, made a slow,
sweep�ng gesture that embraced the ent�re hor�zon, murmur�ng:

“Is �t all burn�ng? Ah, how long �t takes!”



Tears rose to Henr�ette’s eyes, as �f her burden of m�sery was
made heav�er for her by the share her brother had had �n those
deeds of horror. And Jean, who dared ne�ther take her hand nor
embrace h�s fr�end, left the room w�th the a�r of one crazed by gr�ef.

“I w�ll return soon. Au revo�r!”
It was dark, however, nearly e�ght o’clock, before he was able to

redeem h�s prom�se. Notw�thstand�ng h�s great d�stress he was
happy; h�s reg�ment had been transferred from the f�rst to the second
l�ne and ass�gned the task of protect�ng the quart�er, so that,
b�vouack�ng w�th h�s company �n the Place du Carrousel, he hoped
to get a chance to run �n each even�ng to see how the wounded man
was gett�ng on. And he d�d not return alone; as luck would have �t he
had fallen �n w�th the former surgeon of the 106th and had brought
h�m along w�th h�m, hav�ng been unable to f�nd another doctor,
consol�ng h�mself w�th the reflect�on that the terr�ble, b�g man w�th the
l�on’s mane was not such a bad sort of fellow after all.

When Bouroche, who knew noth�ng of the pat�ent he was
summoned w�th such �ns�stence to attend and grumbled at hav�ng to
cl�mb so many sta�rs, learned that �t was a Commun�st he had on h�s
hands he commenced to storm.

“God’s thunder, what do you take me for? Do you suppose I’m
go�ng to waste my t�me on those th�ev�ng, murder�ng, house-burn�ng
scoundrels? As for th�s part�cular band�t, h�s case �s clear, and I’ll
take �t upon me to see he �s cured; yes, w�th a bullet �n h�s head!”

But h�s anger subs�ded suddenly at s�ght of Henr�ette’s pale face
and her golden ha�r stream�ng �n d�sorder over her black dress.

“He �s my brother, doctor, and he was w�th you at Sedan.”
He made no reply, but uncovered the �njur�es and exam�ned them

�n s�lence; then, tak�ng some ph�als from h�s pocket, he made a fresh
dress�ng, expla�n�ng to the young woman how �t was done. When he
had f�n�shed he turned suddenly to the pat�ent and asked �n h�s loud,
rough vo�ce:

“Why d�d you take s�des w�th those ruff�ans? What could cause
you to be gu�lty of such an abom�nat�on?”



Maur�ce, w�th a fever�sh luster �n h�s eyes, had been watch�ng h�m
s�nce he entered the room, but no word had escaped h�s l�ps. He
answered �n a vo�ce that was almost f�erce, so eager was �t:

“Because there �s too much suffer�ng �n the world, too much
w�ckedness, too much �nfamy!”

Bouroche’s shrug of the shoulders seemed to �nd�cate that he
thought a young man was l�kely to make h�s mark who carr�ed such
�deas about �n h�s head. He appeared to be about to say someth�ng
further, but changed h�s m�nd and bowed h�mself out, s�mply add�ng:

“I w�ll come �n aga�n.”
To Henr�ette, on the land�ng, he sa�d he would not venture to make

any prom�ses. The �njury to the lung was ser�ous; hemorrhage m�ght
set �n and carry off the pat�ent w�thout a moment’s warn�ng. And
when she re-entered the room she forced a sm�le to her l�ps,
notw�thstand�ng the sharp stab w�th wh�ch the doctor’s words had
p�erced her heart, for had she not prom�sed herself to save h�m? and
could she perm�t h�m to be snatched from them now that they three
were aga�n un�ted, w�th a prospect of a l�fet�me of affect�on and
happ�ness before them? She had not left the room s�nce morn�ng, an
old woman who l�ved on the land�ng hav�ng k�ndly offered to act as
her messenger for the purchase of such th�ngs as she requ�red. And
she returned and resumed her place upon a cha�r at her brother’s
beds�de.

But Maur�ce, �n h�s febr�le exc�tat�on, quest�oned Jean, �ns�st�ng on
know�ng what had happened s�nce the morn�ng. The latter d�d not tell
h�m everyth�ng, ma�nta�n�ng a d�screet s�lence upon the fur�ous rage
wh�ch Par�s, now �t was del�vered from �ts tyrants, was man�fest�ng
toward the dy�ng Commune. It was now Wednesday. For two
�nterm�nable days succeed�ng the Sunday even�ng when the confl�ct
f�rst broke out the c�t�zens had l�ved �n the�r cellars, quak�ng w�th fear,
and when they ventured out at last on Wednesday morn�ng, the
spectacle of bloodshed and devastat�on that met the�r eyes on every
s�de, and more part�cularly the fr�ghtful ru�n enta�led by the
conflagrat�ons, aroused �n the�r breasts feel�ngs the b�tterest and
most v�nd�ct�ve. It was felt �n every quarter that the pun�shment must
be worthy of the cr�me. The houses �n the suspected quarters were



subjected to a r�gorous search and men and women who were at all
ta�nted w�th susp�c�on were led away �n droves and shot w�thout
formal�ty. At s�x o’clock of the even�ng of that day the army of the
Versa�llese was master of the half of Par�s, follow�ng the l�ne of the
pr�nc�pal avenues from the park of Montsour�s to the stat�on of the
Northern Ra�lway, and the rema�nder of the braver members of the
Commune, a mere handful, some twenty or so, had taken refuge �n
the ma�r�e of the eleventh arrond�ssement, �n the Boulevard Volta�re.

They were s�lent when he concluded h�s narrat�on, and Maur�ce,
h�s glance vaguely wander�ng over the c�ty through the open w�ndow
that let �n the soft, warm a�r of even�ng, murmured:

“Well, the work goes on; Par�s cont�nues to burn!”
It was true: the flames were becom�ng v�s�ble aga�n �n the

�ncreas�ng darkness and the heavens were reddened once more
w�th the �ll-omened l�ght. That afternoon the powder magaz�ne at the
Luxembourg had exploded w�th a fr�ghtful detonat�on, wh�ch gave
r�se to a report that the Pantheon had collapsed and sunk �nto the
catacombs. All that day, moreover, the conflagrat�ons of the n�ght
pursued the�r course unchecked; the Palace of the Counc�l of State
and the Tu�ler�es were burn�ng st�ll, the M�n�stry of F�nance cont�nued
to belch forth �ts b�llow�ng clouds of smoke. A dozen t�mes Henr�ette
was obl�ged to close the w�ndow aga�nst the shower of blackened,
burn�ng paper that the hot breath of the f�re wh�rled upward �nto the
sky, whence �t descended to earth aga�n �n a f�ne ra�n of fragments;
the streets of Par�s were covered w�th them, and some were found �n
the f�elds of Normandy, th�rty leagues away. And now �t was not the
western and southern d�str�cts alone wh�ch seemed devoted to
destruct�on, the houses �n the Rue Royale and those of the Cro�x-
Rouge and the Rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs: the ent�re eastern
port�on of the c�ty appeared to be �n flames, the Hôtel de V�lle glowed
on the hor�zon l�ke a m�ghty furnace. And �n that d�rect�on also,
blaz�ng l�ke g�gant�c beacon-f�res upon the mounta�n tops, were the
Théâtre-Lyr�que, the ma�r�e of the fourth arrond�ssement, and more
than th�rty houses �n the adjacent streets, to say noth�ng of the
theater of the Porte-Sa�nt-Mart�n, further to the north, wh�ch
�llum�nated the darkness of �ts local�ty as a stack of gra�n l�ghts up



the deserted, dusky f�elds at n�ght. There �s no doubt that �n many
cases the �ncend�ar�es were actuated by mot�ves of personal
revenge; perhaps, too, there were cr�m�nal records wh�ch the part�es
�mpl�cated had an object �n destroy�ng. It was no longer a quest�on of
self-defense w�th the Commune, of check�ng the advance of the
v�ctor�ous troops by f�re; a del�r�um of destruct�on raged among �ts
adherents: the Palace of Just�ce, the Hôtel-D�eu and the cathedral of
Notre-Dame escaped by the merest chance. They would destroy
solely for the sake of destroy�ng, would bury the effete, rotten
human�ty beneath the ru�ns of a world, �n the hope that from the
ashes m�ght spr�ng a new and �nnocent race that should real�ze the
pr�m�t�ve legends of an earthly parad�se. And all that n�ght aga�n d�d
the sea of flame roll �ts waves over Par�s.

“Ah; war, war, what a hateful th�ng �t �s!” sa�d Henr�ette to herself,
look�ng out on the sore-sm�tten c�ty.

Was �t not �ndeed the last act, the �nev�table conclus�on of the
tragedy, the blood-madness for wh�ch the lost f�elds of Sedan and
Metz were respons�ble, the ep�dem�c of destruct�on born from the
s�ege of Par�s, the supreme struggle of a nat�on �n per�l of
d�ssolut�on, �n the m�dst of slaughter and un�versal ru�n?

But Maur�ce, w�thout tak�ng h�s eyes from the f�res that were rag�ng
�n the d�stance, feebly, and w�th an effort, murmured:

“No, no; do not be unjust toward war. It �s good; �t has �ts
appo�nted work to do—”

There were m�ngled hatred and remorse �n the cry w�th wh�ch Jean
�nterrupted h�m.

“Good God! When I see you ly�ng there, and know �t �s through my
fault—Do not say a word �n defense of �t; �t �s an accursed th�ng, �s
war!”

The wounded man sm�led fa�ntly.
“Oh, as for me, what matters �t? There �s many another �n my

cond�t�on. It may be that th�s blood-lett�ng was necessary for us. War
�s l�fe, wh�ch cannot ex�st w�thout �ts s�ster, death.”

And Maur�ce closed h�s eyes, exhausted by the effort �t had cost
h�m to utter those few words. Henr�ette s�gnaled Jean not to cont�nue



the d�scuss�on. It angered her; all her be�ng rose �n protest aga�nst
such suffer�ng and waste of human l�fe, notw�thstand�ng the calm
bravery of her fra�l woman’s nature, w�th her clear, l�mp�d eyes, �n
wh�ch l�ved aga�n all the hero�c sp�r�t of the grandfather, the veteran
of the Napoleon�c wars.

Two days more, Thursday and Fr�day, passed, l�ke the�r
predecessors, am�d scenes of slaughter and conflagrat�on. The
thunder of the art�llery was �ncessant; the batter�es of the army of
Versa�lles on the he�ghts of Montmartre roared aga�nst those that the
federates had establ�shed at Bellev�lle and Père-Lacha�se w�thout a
moment’s resp�te, wh�le the latter ma�nta�ned a desultory f�re on
Par�s. Shells had fallen �n the Rue R�chel�eu and the Place
Vendôme. At even�ng on the 25th the ent�re left bank was �n
possess�on of the regular troops, but on the r�ght bank the barr�cades
�n the Place Château d’Eau and the Place de la Bast�lle cont�nued to
hold out; they were ver�table fortresses, from wh�ch proceeded an
un�nterrupted and most destruct�ve f�re. At tw�l�ght, wh�le the last
rema�n�ng members of the Commune were steal�ng off to make
prov�s�on for the�r safety, Delescluze took h�s cane and walked
le�surely away to the barr�cade that was thrown across the Boulevard
Volta�re, where he d�ed a hero’s death. At daybreak on the follow�ng
morn�ng, the 26th, the Château d’Eau and Bast�lle pos�t�ons were
carr�ed, and the Commun�sts, now reduced to a handful of brave
men who were resolved to sell the�r l�ves dearly, had only la V�llette,
Bellev�lle, and Charonne left to them, And for two more days they
rema�ned and fought there w�th the fury of despa�r.

On Fr�day even�ng, as Jean was on h�s way from the Place du
Carrousel to the Rue des Ort�es, he w�tnessed a summary execut�on
�n the Rue R�chel�eu that f�lled h�m w�th horror. For the last forty-e�ght
hours two courts-mart�al had been s�tt�ng, one at the Luxembourg,
the other at the Théâtre du Chatelet; the pr�soners conv�cted by the
former were taken �nto the garden and shot, wh�le those found gu�lty
by the latter were dragged away to the Lobau barracks, where a
platoon of sold�ers that was kept there �n constant attendance for the
purpose mowed them down, almost at po�nt-blank range. The
scenes of slaughter there were most horr�ble: there were men and
women who had been condemned to death on the fl�ms�est



ev�dence: because they had a sta�n of powder on the�r hands,
because the�r feet were shod w�th army shoes; there were �nnocent
persons, the v�ct�ms of pr�vate mal�ce, who had been wrongfully
denounced, shr�ek�ng forth the�r entreat�es and explanat�ons and
f�nd�ng no one to lend an ear to them; and all were dr�ven pell-mell
aga�nst a wall, fac�ng the muzzles of the muskets, often so many
poor wretches �n the band at once that the bullets d�d not suff�ce for
all and �t became necessary to f�n�sh the wounded w�th the bayonet.
From morn�ng unt�l n�ght the place was stream�ng w�th blood; the
tumbr�ls were kept busy bear�ng away the bod�es of the dead. And
throughout the length and breadth of the c�ty, keep�ng pace w�th the
revengeful clamors of the people, other execut�ons were cont�nually
tak�ng place, �n front of barr�cades, aga�nst the walls �n the deserted
streets, on the steps of the publ�c bu�ld�ngs. It was under such
c�rcumstances that Jean saw a woman and two men dragged by the
res�dents of the quart�er before the off�cer command�ng the
detachment that was guard�ng the Théâtre França�s. The c�t�zens
showed themselves more bloodth�rsty than the sold�ery, and those
among the newspapers that had resumed publ�cat�on were howl�ng
for measures of exterm�nat�on. A threaten�ng crowd surrounded the
pr�soners and was part�cularly v�olent aga�nst the woman, �n whom
the exc�ted bourgeo�s beheld one of those petroleuses who were the
constant bugbear of terror-haunted �mag�nat�ons, whom they
accused of prowl�ng by n�ght, sl�nk�ng along the darkened streets
past the dwell�ngs of the wealthy, to throw cans of l�ghted petroleum
�nto unprotected cellars. Th�s woman, was the cry, had been found
bend�ng over a coal-hole �n the Rue Sa�nte-Anne. And
notw�thstand�ng her den�als, accompan�ed by tears and
suppl�cat�ons, she was hurled, together w�th the two men, to the
bottom of the d�tch �n front of an abandoned barr�cade, and there,
ly�ng �n the mud and sl�me, they were shot w�th as l�ttle p�ty as
wolves caught �n a trap. Some by-passers stopped and looked
�nd�fferently on the scene, among them a lady hang�ng on her
husband’s arm, wh�le a baker’s boy, who was carry�ng home a tart to
someone �n the ne�ghborhood, wh�stled the refra�n of a popular a�r.

As Jean, s�ck at heart, was hurry�ng along the street toward the
house �n the Rue des Ort�es, a sudden recollect�on flashed across



h�s m�nd. Was not that Chouteau, the former member of h�s squad,
whom he had seen, �n the blouse of a respectable workman,
watch�ng the execut�on and test�fy�ng h�s approval of �t �n a loud-
mouthed way? He was a prof�c�ent �n h�s role of band�t, tra�tor,
robber, and assass�n! For a moment the corporal thought he would
retrace h�s steps, denounce h�m, and send h�m to keep company
w�th the other three. Ah, the sadness of the thought; the gu�lty ever
escap�ng pun�shment, parad�ng the�r unwh�pped �nfamy �n the br�ght
l�ght of day, wh�le the �nnocent molder �n the earth!

Henr�ette had come out upon the land�ng at the sound of footsteps
com�ng up the sta�rs, where she welcomed Jean w�th a manner that
�nd�cated great alarm.

“’Sh! he has been extremely v�olent all day long. The major was
here, I am �n despa�r—”

Bouroche, �n fact, had shaken h�s head om�nously, say�ng he could
prom�se noth�ng as yet. Nevertheless the pat�ent m�ght pull through,
�n sp�te of all the ev�l consequences he feared; he had youth on h�s
s�de.

“Ah, here you are at last,” Maur�ce sa�d �mpat�ently to Jean, as
soon as he set eyes on h�m. “I have been wa�t�ng for you. What �s
go�ng on—how do matters stand?” And supported by the p�llows at
h�s back, h�s face to the w�ndow wh�ch he had forced h�s s�ster to
open for h�m, he po�nted w�th h�s f�nger to the c�ty, where, on the
gather�ng darkness, the lambent flames were beg�nn�ng to r�se anew.
“You see, �t �s break�ng out aga�n; Par�s �s burn�ng. All Par�s w�ll burn
th�s t�me!”

As soon as dayl�ght began to fade, the d�stant quarters beyond the
Se�ne had been l�ghted up by the burn�ng of the Gren�er
d’Abondance. From t�me to t�me there was an outburst of flame,
accompan�ed by a shower of sparks, from the smok�ng ru�ns of the
Tu�ler�es, as some wall or ce�l�ng fell and set the smolder�ng t�mbers
blaz�ng afresh. Many houses, where the f�re was supposed to be
ext�ngu�shed, flamed up anew; for the last three days, as soon as
darkness descended on the c�ty �t seemed as �f �t were the s�gnal for
the conflagrat�ons to break out aga�n; as �f the shades of n�ght had
breathed upon the st�ll glow�ng embers, rean�mat�ng them, and



scatter�ng them to the four corners of the hor�zon. Ah, that c�ty of the
damned, that had harbored for a week w�th�n �ts bosom the demon of
destruct�on, �ncarnad�n�ng the sky each even�ng as soon as tw�l�ght
fell, �llum�nat�ng w�th �ts �nfernal torches the n�ghts of that week of
slaughter! And when, that n�ght, the docks at la V�llette burned, the
l�ght they shed upon the huge c�ty was so �ntense that �t seemed to
be on f�re �n every part at once, overwhelmed and drowned beneath
the sea of flame.

“Ah, �t �s the end!” Maur�ce repeated. “Par�s �s doomed!”
He re�terated the words aga�n and aga�n w�th apparent rel�sh,

actuated by a fever�sh des�re to hear the sound of h�s vo�ce once
more, after the dull lethargy that had kept h�m tongue-t�ed for three
days. But the sound of st�fled sobs causes h�m to turn h�s head.

“What, s�ster, you, brave l�ttle woman that you are! You weep
because I am about to d�e—”

She �nterrupted h�m, protest�ng:
“But you are not go�ng to d�e!”
“Yes, yes; �t �s better �t should be so; �t must be so. Ah, I shall be

no great loss to anyone. Up to the t�me the war broke out I was a
source of anx�ety to you, I cost you dearly �n heart and purse. All the
folly and the madness I was gu�lty of, and wh�ch would have landed
me, who knows where? �n pr�son, �n the gutter—”

Aga�n she took the words from h�s mouth, excla�m�ng hotly:
“Hush! be s�lent!—you have atoned for all.”
He reflected a moment. “Yes, perhaps I shall have atoned, when I

am dead. Ah, Jean, old fellow, you d�dn’t know what a serv�ce you
were render�ng us all when you gave me that bayonet thrust.”

But the other protested, h�s eyes sw�mm�ng w�th tears:
“Don’t, I entreat you, say such th�ngs! do you w�sh to make me go

and dash out my bra�ns aga�nst a wall?”
Maur�ce pursued h�s tra�n of thought, speak�ng �n hurr�ed, eager

tones.
“Remember what you sa�d to me the day after Sedan, that �t was

not such a bad th�ng, now and then, to rece�ve a good drubb�ng. And



you added that �f a man had gangrene �n h�s system, �f he saw one of
h�s l�mbs wast�ng from mort�f�cat�on, �t would be better to take an ax
and chop off that l�mb than to d�e from the contam�nat�on of the
po�son. I have many a t�me thought of those words s�nce I have been
here, w�thout a fr�end, �mmured �n th�s c�ty of d�stress and madness.
And I am the d�seased l�mb, and �t �s you who have lopped �t off—”
He went on w�th �ncreas�ng vehemence, regardless of the
suppl�cat�ons of h�s terr�f�ed aud�tors, �n a ferv�d t�rade that abounded
w�th symbols and str�k�ng �mages. It was the unta�nted, the
reason�ng, the substant�al port�on of France, the peasantry, the t�llers
of the so�l, those who had always kept close contact w�th the�r
mother Earth, that was suppress�ng the outbreak of the crazed,
exasperated part, the part that had been v�t�ated by the Emp�re and
led astray by va�n �llus�ons and empty dreams; and �n the
performance of �ts duty �t had had to cut deep �nto the l�v�ng flesh,
w�thout be�ng fully aware of what �t was do�ng. But the bapt�sm of
blood, French blood, was necessary; the abom�nable holocaust, the
l�v�ng sacr�f�ce, �n the m�dst of the pur�fy�ng flames. Now they had
mounted the steps of the Calvary and known the�r b�tterest agony;
the cruc�f�ed nat�on had exp�ated �ts faults and would be born aga�n.
“Jean, old fr�end, you and those l�ke you are strong �n your s�mpl�c�ty
and honesty. Go, take up the spade and the trowel, turn the sod �n
the abandoned f�eld, rebu�ld the house! As for me, you d�d well to lop
me off, s�nce I was the ulcer that was eat�ng away your strength!”

After that h�s language became more and more �ncoherent; he
�ns�sted on r�s�ng and go�ng to s�t by the w�ndow. “Par�s burns, Par�s
burns; not a stone of �t w�ll be left stand�ng. Ah! the f�re that I �nvoked,
�t destroys, but �t heals; yes, the work �t does �s good. Let me go
down there; let me help to f�n�sh the work of human�ty and l�berty—”

Jean had the utmost d�ff�culty �n gett�ng h�m back to bed, wh�le
Henr�ette tearfully recalled memor�es of the�r ch�ldhood, and
entreated h�m, for the sake of the love they bore each other, to be
calm. Over the �mmens�ty of Par�s the f�ery glow deepened and
w�dened; the sea of flame seemed to be �nvad�ng the remotest
quarters of the hor�zon; the heavens were l�ke the vaults of a
colossal oven, heated to red heat. And athwart the red l�ght of the
conflagrat�ons the dense black smoke-clouds from the M�n�stry of



F�nance, wh�ch had been burn�ng three days and g�ven forth no
blaze, cont�nued to pour �n unbroken, slow process�on.

The follow�ng, Saturday, morn�ng brought w�th �t a dec�ded
�mprovement �n Maur�ce’s cond�t�on: he was much calmer, the fever
had subs�ded, and �t afforded Jean �nexpress�ble del�ght to behold a
sm�le on Henr�ette’s face once more, as the young woman fondly
reverted to her cher�shed dream, a pact of rec�procal affect�on
between the three of them, that should un�te them �n a future that
m�ght yet be one of happ�ness, under cond�t�ons that she d�d not
care to formulate even to herself. Would dest�ny be merc�ful? Would
�t save them all from an eternal farewell by sav�ng her brother? Her
n�ghts were spent �n watch�ng h�m; she never st�rred outs�de that
chamber, where her no�seless act�v�ty and gentle m�n�strat�ons were
l�ke a never-ceas�ng caress. And Jean, that even�ng, wh�le s�tt�ng
w�th h�s fr�ends, forgot h�s great sorrow �n a del�ght that aston�shed
h�m and made h�m tremble. The troops had carr�ed Bellev�lle and the
Buttes-Chaumont that day; the only rema�n�ng po�nt where there was
any res�stance now was the cemetery of Père-Lacha�se, wh�ch had
been converted �nto a fort�f�ed camp. It seemed to h�m that the
�nsurrect�on was ended; he even declared that the troops had
ceased to shoot the�r pr�soners, who were be�ng collected �n droves
and sent on to Versa�lles. He told of one of those bands that he had
seen that morn�ng on the qua�, made up of men of every class, from
the most respectable to the lowest, and of women of all ages and
cond�t�ons, wr�nkled old bags and young g�rls, mere ch�ldren, not yet
out of the�r teens; p�t�ful aggregat�on of m�sery and revolt, dr�ven l�ke
cattle by the sold�ers along the street �n the br�ght sunsh�ne, and that
the people of Versa�lles, so �t was sa�d, rece�ved w�th rev�l�ngs and
blows.

But Sunday was to Jean a day of terror. It rounded out and f�tly
ended that accursed week. W�th the tr�umphant r�s�ng of the sun on
that br�ght, warm Sabbath morn�ng he shudder�ngly heard the news
that was the culm�nat�on of all preced�ng horrors. It was only at that
late day that the publ�c was �nformed of the murder of the hostages;
the archb�shop, the curé of the Madele�ne and others, shot at la
Roquette on Wednesday, the Dom�n�cans of Arcue�l coursed l�ke
hares on Thursday, more pr�ests and gendarmes, to the number of



forty-seven �n all, massacred �n cold blood �n the Rue Haxo on
Fr�day; and a fur�ous cry went up for vengeance, the sold�ers
bunched the last pr�soners they made and shot them �n mass. All
day long on that magn�f�cent Sunday the volleys of musketry rang
out �n the courtyard of the Lobau barracks, that were f�lled w�th blood
and smoke and the groans of the dy�ng. At la Roquette two hundred
and twenty-seven m�serable wretches, gathered �n here and there by
the drag-net of the pol�ce, were collected �n a huddle, and the
sold�ers f�red volley after volley �nto the mass of human be�ngs unt�l
there was no further s�gn of l�fe. At Père-Lacha�se, wh�ch had been
shelled cont�nuously for four days and was f�nally carr�ed by a hand-
to-hand confl�ct among the graves, a hundred and forty-e�ght of the
�nsurgents were drawn up �n l�ne before a wall, and when the f�r�ng
ceased the stones were weep�ng great tears of blood; and three of
them, desp�te the�r wounds, hav�ng succeeded �n mak�ng the�r
escape, they were retaken and despatched. Among the twelve
thousand v�ct�ms of the Commune, who shall say how many
�nnocent people suffered for every malefactor who met h�s deserts!
An order to stop the execut�ons had been �ssued from Versa�lles, so
�t was sa�d, but none the less the slaughter st�ll went on; Th�ers,
wh�le ha�led as the sav�or of h�s country, was to bear the st�gma of
hav�ng been the Jack Ketch of Par�s, and Marshal MacMahon, the
vanqu�shed of Froeschw�ller, whose proclamat�on announc�ng the
tr�umph of law and order was to be seen on every wall, was to
rece�ve the cred�t of the v�ctory of Père-Lacha�se. And �n the pleasant
sunsh�ne Par�s, att�red �n hol�day garb, appeared to be en fête; the
reconquered streets were f�lled w�th an enormous crowd; men and
women, glad to breathe the a�r of heaven once more, strolled
le�surely from spot to spot to v�ew the smok�ng ru�ns; mothers,
hold�ng the�r l�ttle ch�ldren by the hand, stopped for a moment and
l�stened w�th an a�r of �nterest to the deadened crash of musketry
from the Lobau barracks.

When Jean ascended the dark sta�rcase of the house �n the Rue
des Ort�es, �n the gather�ng obscur�ty of that Sunday even�ng, h�s
heart was oppressed by a ch�ll sense of �mpend�ng ev�l. He entered
the room, and saw at once that the �nev�table end was come;
Maur�ce lay dead on the l�ttle bed; the hemorrhage pred�cted by



Bouroche had done �ts work. The red l�ght of the sett�ng sun
streamed through the open w�ndow and rested on the wall as �f �n a
last farewell; two tapers were burn�ng on a table bes�de the bed. And
Henr�ette, alone w�th her dead, �n her w�dow’s weeds that she had
not la�d as�de, was weep�ng s�lently.

At the no�se of footsteps she ra�sed her head, and shuddered on
behold�ng Jean. He, �n h�s w�ld despa�r, was about to hurry toward
her and se�ze her hands, m�ngle h�s gr�ef w�th hers �n a sympathet�c
clasp, but he saw the l�ttle hands were trembl�ng, he felt as by
�nst�nct the repuls�on that pervaded all her be�ng and was to part
them for evermore. Was not all ended between them now? Maur�ce’s
grave would be there, a yawn�ng chasm, to part them as long as they
should l�ve. And he could only fall to h�s knees by the beds�de of h�s
dead fr�end, sobb�ng softly. After the s�lence had lasted some
moments, however, Henr�ette spoke:

“I had turned my back and was prepar�ng a cup of bou�llon, when
he gave a cry. I hastened to h�s s�de, but had barely t�me to reach
the bed before he exp�red, w�th my name upon h�s l�ps, and yours as
well, am�d an outgush of blood—”

Her Maur�ce, her tw�n brother, whom she m�ght almost be sa�d to
have loved �n the prenatal state, her other self, whom she had
watched over and saved! sole object of her affect�on s�nce at
Baze�lles she had seen her poor We�ss set aga�nst a wall and shot to
death! And now cruel war had done �ts worst by her, had crushed her
bleed�ng heart; henceforth her way through l�fe was to be a sol�tary
one, w�dowed and forsaken as she was, w�th no one upon whom to
bestow her love.

“Ah, bon sang!” cr�ed Jean, am�d h�s sobs, “behold my work! My
poor l�ttle one, for whom I would have la�d down my l�fe, and whom I
murdered, brute that I am! What �s to become of us? Can you ever
forg�ve me?”

At that moment the�r glances met, and they were str�cken w�th
consternat�on at what they read �n each other’s eyes. The past rose
before them, the secluded chamber at Rem�lly, where they had spent
so many melancholy yet happy days. H�s dream returned to h�m, that
dream of wh�ch at f�rst he had been barely consc�ous and wh�ch



even at a later per�od could not be sa�d to have assumed def�n�te
shape: l�fe down there �n the pleasant country by the Meuse,
marr�age, a l�ttle house, a l�ttle f�eld to t�ll whose produce should
suff�ce for the needs of two people whose �deas were not
extravagant. Now the dream was become an eager long�ng, a
penetrat�ng conv�ct�on that, w�th a w�fe as lov�ng and �ndustr�ous as
she, ex�stence would be a ver�table earthly parad�se. And she, the
tranqu�ll�ty of whose m�nd had never �n those days been ruffled by
thoughts of that nature, �n the chaste and unconsc�ous bestowal of
her heart, now saw clearly and understood the true cond�t�on of her
feel�ngs. That marr�age, of wh�ch she had not adm�tted to herself the
poss�b�l�ty, had been, unknown to her, the object of her des�re. The
seed that had germ�nated had pushed �ts way �n s�lence and �n
darkness; �t was love, not s�sterly affect�on, that she bore toward that
young man whose company had at f�rst been to her noth�ng more
than a source of comfort and consolat�on. And that was what the�r
eyes told each other, and the love thus openly expressed could have
no other fru�t�on than an eternal farewell. It needed but that fr�ghtful
sacr�f�ce, the rend�ng of the�r heart-str�ngs by that supreme part�ng,
the prospect of the�r l�fe’s happ�ness wrecked am�d all the other
ru�ns, swept away by the cr�mson t�de that ended the�r brother’s l�fe.

W�th a slow and pa�nful effort Jean rose from h�s knees.
“Farewell!”
Henr�ette stood mot�onless �n her place.
“Farewell!”
But Jean could not tear h�mself away thus. Advanc�ng to the

beds�de he sorrowfully scanned the dead man’s face, w�th �ts lofty
forehead that seemed loft�er st�ll �n death, �ts wasted features, �ts dull
eyes, whence the w�ld look that had occas�onally been seen there �n
l�fe had van�shed. He longed to g�ve a part�ng k�ss to h�s l�ttle one, as
he had called h�m so many t�mes, but dared not. It seemed to h�m
that h�s hands were sta�ned w�th h�s fr�end’s blood; he shrank from
the horror of the ordeal. Ah, what a death to d�e, am�d the crash�ng
ru�ns of a s�nk�ng world! On the last day, among the shattered
fragments of the dy�ng Commune, m�ght not th�s last v�ct�m have
been spared? He had gone from l�fe, hunger�ng for just�ce,



possessed by the dream that haunted h�m, the subl�me and
unatta�nable concept�on of the destruct�on of the old soc�ety, of Par�s
chastened by f�re, of the f�eld dug up anew, that from the so�l thus
renewed and pur�f�ed m�ght spr�ng the �dyl of another golden age.

H�s heart overflow�ng w�th b�tter angu�sh, Jean turned and looked
out on Par�s. The sett�ng sun lay on the edge of the hor�zon, and �ts
level rays bathed the c�ty �n a flood of v�v�dly red l�ght. The w�ndows
�n thousands of houses flamed as �f l�ghted by f�erce f�res w�th�n; the
roofs glowed l�ke beds of l�ve coals; b�ts of gray wall and tall, sober-
hued monuments flashed �n the even�ng a�r w�th the sparkle of a
br�sk f�re of brushwood. It was l�ke the show-p�ece that �s reserved
for the conclus�on of a fete, the huge bouquet of gold and cr�mson,
as �f Par�s were burn�ng l�ke a forest of old oaks and soar�ng
heavenward �n a rut�lant cloud of sparks and flame. The f�res were
burn�ng st�ll; volumes of redd�sh smoke cont�nued to r�se �nto the a�r;
a confused murmur �n the d�stance sounded on the ear, perhaps the
last groans of the dy�ng Commun�sts at the Lobau barracks, or �t may
have been the happy laughter of women and ch�ldren, end�ng the�r
pleasant afternoon by d�n�ng �n the open a�r at the doors of the w�ne-
shops. And �n the m�dst of all the splendor of that royal sunset, wh�le
a large part of Par�s was crumbl�ng away �n ashes, from plundered
houses and gutted palaces, from the torn-up streets, from the depths
of all that ru�n and suffer�ng, came sounds of l�fe.

Then Jean had a strange exper�ence. It seemed to h�m that �n the
slowly fad�ng dayl�ght, above the roofs of that flam�ng c�ty, he beheld
the dawn�ng of another day. And yet the s�tuat�on m�ght well be
cons�dered �rretr�evable. Dest�ny appeared to have pursued them
w�th her utmost fury; the success�ve d�sasters they had susta�ned
were such as no nat�on �n h�story had ever known before; defeat
tread�ng on the heels of defeat, the�r prov�nces torn from them, an
�ndemn�ty of m�ll�ards to be ra�sed, a most horr�ble c�v�l war that had
been quenched �n blood, the�r streets cumbered w�th ru�ns and
unbur�ed corpses, w�thout money, the�r honor gone, and order to be
re-establ�shed out of chaos! H�s share of the un�versal ru�n was a
heart lacerated by the loss of Maur�ce and Henr�ette, the prospect of
a happy future swept away �n the fur�ous storm! And st�ll, beyond the
flames of that furnace whose f�ery glow had not subs�ded yet, Hope,



the eternal, sat enthroned �n the l�mp�d seren�ty of the tranqu�l
heavens. It was the certa�n assurance of the resurrect�on of
perenn�al nature, of �mper�shable human�ty; the harvest that �s
prom�sed to h�m who sows and wa�ts; the tree throw�ng out a new
and v�gorous shoot to replace the rotten l�mb that has been lopped
away, wh�ch was bl�ght�ng the young leaves w�th �ts v�t�ated sap.

“Farewell!” Jean repeated w�th a sob.
“Farewell!” murmured Henr�ette, her bowed face h�dden �n her

hands.
The neglected f�eld was overgrown w�th brambles, the roof-tree of

the ru�ned house lay on the ground; and Jean, bear�ng h�s heavy
burden of affl�ct�on w�th humble res�gnat�on, went h�s way, h�s face
set resolutely toward the future, toward the glor�ous and arduous
task that lay before h�m and h�s countrymen, to create a new France.

THE END.
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