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1 This City and Us

A craggy mass of sheer rock — shattering the most beautiful of
horizons — towers over this city. Crowned by an eccentric star
of jagged masonry cut centuries ago into the brown stone, it
now conceals secret constructions under the innocence of grassy
knolls. The sccret citadel underneath lends an evil aspect to the
rock, which, between the limpid bluc of the sky, the deeper blue
of the sea, the green meadows of the Llobregat and the city,
resembles a strange primordial gem. ... Hard, powerful, up-
heaval arrested in stone, affirmed since the beginning of time

. stubborn plants gripping, hugging the granite, and rooting
into its crevices ... trees whose obdurate roots have inexorably
cracked the stone and, having split it, now serve to bind it ...
sharp angles dominating the mountain, set in relief or faceted
by the play of sunlight. ... We would have loved this rock
which seems at times to protect the city, rising up in the even-
ing, a promontory over the sea (like an outpost of Europe
stretching towards tropical lands bathed in oceans one imagines
as implacably blue) — this rock from which one can see to
infinity. ... We would have loved it had it not been for those
hidden ramparts, those old cannons with their carriages trained
low on the city, that mast with its mocking flag, those silent
sentries with their olive-drab masks posted at every corner. The
mountain was a prison — subjugating, intimidating the city,
blocking off its horizon with its dark mass under the most
beautiful of suns.

We often climbed the paths which led upward towards the
fortress, lcaving below the scorched boulevards, the old narrow
strects grey and wrinkled like the faces of hags, the odour of
dust, cooking oil, oranges, and of humanity in the slums. The
horizon becomes visible little by little, with each step, spiralling
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upwards around the rock. Suddenly the harbour appcars
around a bend: the clean, straight line of the jetty, the white
flower of a yacht club, floating in the basin like an incredible
giant water lily. In the distance, heaps of oranges — like enor-
mous sunflowers dropped on the border of a grey city — piled up
on the docks. ... And the ships. Two large German vessels:
immobile. Under quarantine for several years now, they catch
the cye. A six-master, under full sail, glittering in the sun, sails
slowly into the harbour from the ends of the sca. Her prow,
fringed with dazzling foam, cuts serencly through the amaving
blue of liquid silk. She opens horizons even more remote, hor-
izons which I can suddenly see, and which by closing my cycs I
see more perfectly: Egypt, the Azores, Brazil, Uruguay, Hav-
ana, Mcxico, Florida. . .. From what other corners of the earth
did these golden sails come? Perhaps only from Majorca. The
ship probably bears the name of an old galleon, the name of a
woman or a virgin as sonorous as a line of poetry: Santa Maria
de Los Dolores. ... Christopher Columbus on his column is
now visible above the harbour. I.0oking out from the city over
the sea, the bronze explorer welcomes the sailing ship as she
moves in towards him from a past as moving, as mysterious,
and as promising as the future.

The city is most attractive in the evening, when its avenucs
and its plaza light up: soft glowing coals, more brilliant than
pearls, earthly stars shining more brightly than the stars of the
heavens. By day, it looks too much like any European city:
spires of cathedrals above the ancient streets, domes of aca-
demies and theatres, barracks, palaces, boxlike buildings
pierced by countless windows — A compartmentalized ant heap
where each existence has its own narrow cubicle of white-
washed or papered walls. From the very first, a city imparts a
sense of poverty. Onc sees, in the sea of roofs compressed into
motionless waves, how they shrivel up and crush numberless
lives.

It is from the hcight that one discovers the splendours of the
carth. The view plunges down to the left into the harbour, the
gulf lined with beaches, the port, the city. And the blue-
shadowed mountains, far from shutting off the distances, open
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them up. The vast sea laughs at our fect in foamy frills on
the pecbbles and sand. Plains, orchards, fields marked as
sharply as on a surveycr’s map, roads lincd with small trees, a
carpet of every shade of green stretches out to the right on
the other side of the rock down to the gently sloping valley
which scems a garden from that height. Mountains on which,
when the air is clear, pale snow crystals can be seen at the
peak — where carth mects sky — extending our horizons towards
eternity.

But our cyes, scanning the faraway snowcap at leisure, or
following a sail on the surface of the sca, would always light on
the muzzle of a cannon, across the thicketed embankment. Our
voices would suddenly drop off. when, at a bend in the path, the
stark, grass-covered corner of the citadel’'s ramparts loomed up
before us. The name of a man who had been shot was on all our
lips.* We uscd to stop at certain places from which we could see
the narrow confines of the dungeons. Somewhere within these
fortifications, men like us, with whom each of us at one time or
another identified ourselves, men whose names we no longer
remembered, had undergonc torture not long ago. What kind of
torture? We did not know precisely, and the very lack of exact
pictures, the namelessness of the victims, the years (twenty) that
had passed, stripped the memory bare: nothing remained but a
searing, confused fecling for the indignities sutfered in the cause
of justice. T somctimes used to think that we remembered the
pain those men suffered as onc remembers something one has
suffered oneself, aftcr many years and after many experiences.
And. from that notion, T had an cven greater sense of the com-
munion between their lives and ours.

Like them — and those ships we saw coming into the harbour
— we came from every corner of the world. El Cherro. more
yellow-skinned than a Chinese, but with straight eyes, flat tem-
ples, and fleshy lips, E1 Chorro, with his noiscless laugh, who
was probably Mexican (if anything): at any ratc he uscd to
spcak at times familiarly and with admiration of the legendary
Emiliano Zapata, who founded a social republic in the Morelos

*Probably a reference to Francisco Ferrer, a libertarian-educator
executed at Montjuich in 1909. Sce note, page 47. - I,
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mountains with his rebellious farmers — descendants of ancient
bronze-skinned peoples.

‘The first in modern times!” El Chorro would proclaim
proudly, his hands outstretched. At which point you noticed
that he was missing his thumb and indcx finger, sacrificed in
some obscure battle for the first social republic of modern
times.

‘A little more,” he'd say, ‘and I would have lost my balls as
well. A stinking half-breed from Chihuahua nearly snatched
them from me with his teeth . ..

‘Si hombre!” he would add, breaking into loud and resonant
laughter, for the joy of that victory still vibrated through his
body.

He made his living selling phony jewellery over in the Para-
lelo. With a friendly touch and an insinuating laugh, he’d fasten
the huge silver loops on the cars of girls from the neighbouring
towns, sending shivers down their spines as if he had just kissed
them on the neck. They all knew him well: from a crowd they
would look at him with long, smouldering stares, from beneath
lowered eyelids.

Zilz, a French descerter, pretended to be Swiss: Heinrich Zilz,
citizen of the canton of Neufchitel, who taught languages — los
idiomas — with childlike earnestness, lived on oatmeal, noodles,
and fruit, spoke little but well, dressed carefully, went to bed
every night at ten-thirty, went to bed once a week with a five-
peseta girl (a good price), and held people in quiet contempt. ‘It
will take centuries to reform them, and life is short. I have
enough of a problem with myself, trying to live a little better
than an animal, and that’s plenty for me.’

Jurien and Couet (the one blond, the other chestnut-haired,
but whom you would have taken for brothers from their ident-
ical Parisian speech, their little toothbrush moustaches, their
jaunty walk) had both fled the war, one from the trenches of
Le Mort Homme,* the other from the Vosges, by way of the
Pyrenees. Now they both worked in factories for the benefit of
those who still persisted in getting killed, Jurien nailing boots

*Le Mort Homme, or Hill 295, one of the Verdun defences, captured by
the Germans in 1916 and retaken by the French in 1917,
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and Couet loading grenades for export to France. They lived
bappily, from day to day, in the satisfaction of being spared
from the fiery hell.

Oskar Lange, a slender muscular lad with reddish hair,
bloodshot eyes, thought to be a descrter from a German sub-
marine, was their closcst companion. They made him read Kro-
potkin and Stirner, in that order. And the sailor who had
thought only of escaping the fate of rotting in a steel coffin
discovered a new source of strength and pride in what he had
thought to be his cowardice — thanks to them. We smiled to
hear him pronounce the word ‘Comrade’ - somewhat awk-
wardly — for the first time.

There was also an athletic and intelligent Russian, Lejcune,
elegant, handsome, greying at the temples, who had been
known for a long time in his youth as Levieux. He lived with
Maud, worn-out yet ageless, who had the body of a nervous
gamin, a Gothic profile, brown curls, and sudden, catlike move-
ments. And Tibio — el cartero, the postman — with his broad
Roman countenance, wide forehead, and noble carriage, who
studied the art of living and wrote commentaries on Nietzsche
after systematically distributing letters to offices in the business
district. Then there were Mathieu the Belgian, Ricotti the
Italian, the photographer Daniel, and the Spaniards Dario, Bre-
gat, Andrés, José Miro, Eusebio, Portez, Ribas, Santiago . ..

There were at least forty or fifty of us, coming from every
corner of the world — even a Japanese, the wealthiest of us all, a
student at the university — and a few thousand in the factories
and shops of that city: comrades, that is to say, more than
brothers by blood or law, brothers by a common bond of
thought, habit, language, and mutual help. No profession was
foreign to us. We came from every conccivable background.
Among us, we knew practically every country in the world,
beginning with the capitals of hard work and hunger, and with
the prisons. There were among us those who no longer believed
in anything but themselves. The majority were moved by ar-
dent faith; some were rotten — but intelligent enough not to
break the law of solidarity too openly. We could recognize each
other by the way we pronounced certain words, and by the way
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we had of tossing the ringing coin of ideas into any con-
versation. Without any written law, we comrades owed each
other (even the most recent newcomer) a meal, a place to sleep,
a hideout, the peseta that will save you in a dark hour, the
douro (a hundred sous) when you're broke (but after that, it’s
your own lookout!). No organization held us together, but none
has ever had as much real and authentic solidarity as our frat-
ernity of fighters without leaders, without rulers, and without
ties.



2 Sentry Thoughts

I had learned in that city that it is not enough to fill your life
with the certainty of not being killed by the end of the day — a
prospect dreamed of in those days as the supreme happiness by
thirty million men on the soil of Europe. It often happened,
during my strolls on the Montjuich rock, that I had the sen-
sation of being at one of the earth’s extremities, which resulted
in a strange despondency. There, facing the horizon, or during
night walks through the happy city, this feeling - usually indis-
tinct within me, attained a sombre clarity. The peace we were
enjoying was unique, and that city, despite the struggles, the
pain, the filth hidden away in her hunger-ridden slums and her
indescribably squalid callejitas, was more than happy just to be
alive. We were, none the less, only a hundred miles from the
Pyrenees: on the other side, the other universe, ruled over by
the cannon. Not a single young man in the villages. On every
train, you encountered the leathery faces of soldiers on leave
looking out from under their helmets with probing, weary
glances. And the farther north you went, the more the face of
the countryside - aggrieved, impoverished, anguished -
changed. The feverish but static image of Paris: brilliant lights
extinguished in the evening, dark streets in the outlying districts
where the garbage piled up, lines of women waiting in front of
the local town halls, dense crowds on the streets where countless
uniforms mingled, less diverse, no doubt, than the hands and
faces of the Canadians, Australians, Serbs, Belgians, Russians,
New Zealanders, Hindus, Senegalese. . . . In war the blood of all
men is brewed together in the trenches. The same desire to live
and to posscss a woman made soldiers on furlough of cvery
race, marked for every conceivable kind of death, wander the
streets. The maimed and the gassed, green-faced, encounter

23



those as yet vigorous and whole, bronze skinned, the maimed
and the gassed of tomorrow. Some of tomorrow’s corpses were
laughing raucously. Paris in darkness, the drawn faces of women
in the poorer quarters during the bitter February cold, the fever-
ish cxhaustion of streets endlessly bearing the burden of an
immense disbanded army, the sickly intimacy of certain homes
where the war entered with the air you breathed, likc a slow
asphyxiating gas — remained implanted in my very nerves. And,
still farther north — I knew then, Jurien, only a little farther -
those trenches of Le Mort Homme which you described to me
under the palms of the Plaza de Catalufia on those cvenings,
cooled by the sea breeze, so magical that the joy of living quick-
encd every light, every silhouctte, the hoarse breathing of the
vagabond who slept, every muscle deliciously relaxed, on the
next bench — those trenches you described, with their odour of
putrefaction and excrement. A shellburst knocked you flat, bit-
ter sentry, into a ditch. You saw vour blood (your last, you
thought), run into the fifth.

(‘And I didn’t give a shit, you understand? I didn’t give a shit,
you said. ‘To die here or elsewhere, like this or in any other way
— it was all the samc to me. All equally stupid. ... But that
stench was choking me.”)

Then the ruined villages, the demolished towns, the levelled
forests - hazy memories of ncws photos. And more corrosive,
morc intoxicating than anything — gnawing, abrasive — the
Janguage of the maps. Since childhood, maps had given me a
kind of vertigo. I used to study them. I learned them by heart at
the age of twelve, with a desperate and obstinate desire to know
every country, every ocean, every jungle, every city. Desperate
because I knew in the back of my mind that I would never go to
Ceylon, never go up the Orinoco in a dugout canoe, or the
Mekong in a gunboat: this desire filled me with a dull ache.
Now the serene voices of the maps spoke a terrifying language.
Artillery barrages on the Yser and on the Vardar, on the Piave
and on the Euphrates; Zeppelins over London, Gothas over
Venice. Blood on the Carpathians and blood on the Vosges. The
defence of Verdun, that incredible mass grave, the crushing of
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Rumania, the battle of the Falkland Islands, the Cameroon
campaign. Every ocean — where the child’s hand had traced the
shipping lanes — was a watery grave.

How then to live in this city, stretched out along the gulf,
adorned in the evening with a million lights, like an odalisque
asleep on the beach; how to live here with the acute awareness
of the absurd torture Europe was undergoing? I don’t know
why, perhaps because of Jurien (who no longer thought of it
himself), I was obscssed by thoughts of the sentries in the
trenches, of silent soldiers dug into their holes ~ taking up as
little room in the earth as the dead — with only their eyes alive,
watching a mournful horizon of mud and barbwire (and, of
course, a fleshless, rotting hand sticking out of the ground) in
that narrow band of carth that belongs to no one, except to
Death: no man’s land. Identical in their silence, on both sides of
the trenches, under helmets scarcely different, dented by the
same explosions, protecting the same grey cells of the human
animal at bay. . . . Sentries, brother sentries, stalking each other,
stalked by Death, standing watch night and day on the bound-
aries of life itself, and herc I was, strolling in comfortable san-
dals under the palms of the plaza, my eyes dazzled by the
festive Mcditerrancan sunlight; I, climbing the paths of Mont-
juich; I, pausing before the goldsmiths’ windows of the calle
Fernando, flooded by light in the evening as if by a motionless
fountain of huge diamonds; I, following the Miramar path cut
into the rock above the sea; I, living as that city lived, without
fear, invincible, sure of not having my flesh ripped open
tomorrow. I possessed these streets — these ramblus — loaded to
excess with flowers, birds, women, and warm masculine voices.
I had my books; I had my comrades. How was this possible?
Wasn’t this somehow horribly unjust, incredibly absurd?

It was mostly after nightfall, when the city abandoncd herself
to the pleasures of life — her cafés crowded, ccrtain of her
narrow streets transformed into rivers of light, streets where
men and women pair off, leading each other on endlessly,
couple after couple so closely intertwined that their walk seems
an impudent, delicious prelude to clinches in stuffy rooms along
streets haunted by sighs until dawn; when we strolled up and
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down the ramblas in groups, our heads held high, filled with the
music of ideas — it was then that I was tortured by the remorse
of not being a sentry myself, of being, in spite of myself, so
careful of my own blood, of taking no part in the immeasurable
suffering of the masses driven to the slaughter ... a feeling
sharpened by a revulsion against the blithe felicity of this
city.
*

We suffocated, about thirty of us, from seven in the morning to
six-thirty at night, in the Gaubert y Pia print shop. Skinny kids,
naked under their loosc smocks, went back and forth across the
shop carrying heavy frames, their thin brown arms standing out
like cables of flesh. At the back of the shop, the women were
folding away — sweating, lips moist, looking at you with dark-
eyed glances that seemed almost to caress you as you passed by
~ repeating the same motions seven thousand times a day to the
rumbling of the machines. The movement of the machines was
absorbed in their very muscles. I set up type on the composing
stick, fatigue mounting in my body, overpowering from three
o’clock on, in the hottest time of the day. Toward four o’clock,
mechanical concentration falters, and like one in prison, I am
assailed by fantasies originating from the secret folds of the
brain. To no avail, I cross the shop floor to get a drink of water
from the canti — the leather flask you hold in both hands above
the head, so that a hard stream squirts into your mouth like a
fountain. The corrugated iron roof gives us little protection
from the implacable sun.

It was at those times of day, when the boss, el Sefior Gaubert,
had turned to face a visitor in his glass-enclosed office, that my
neighbour Porfirio would tap me on the shoulder with a finger
hard as a stick:

‘Hé, Ruso!” (Russian)

Tall, brittle, with nothing on under his blue overalls, Porfirio
had the broad, dark, pock-marked face, the face of an intelli-
gent ape. His black mouth was lined by horrible yellow teeth
that seem broken, but his grimacing smile, spreading from ear
to ear, was fraternal. In actual fact, he wasn’t really a comrade,
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not even a union member (only two of us were union men out
of thirty printers and typographers at Gaubert y Pia’s, but the
others had as much solidarity as we did —~ we knew it as well as
they); bull-fighting was his only interest. His eyes were black as
charcoal.

‘Hé! Ruso! Que dices de la revolucion?” (‘What have you to
say about the revolution?’)

The dispatches from the newspapers came onc after another,
offering a welter of surprising details about the great Petrograd
days. I can still see Porfirio, intoxicated as if by drink, with the
Vanguardia spread out in front of him under a lamp-post, re-
reading aloud in a delirious voice an article relating how, at the
call of a non-com named Astakhov (almost completely un-
known in Russia) the first regiment went over to the insurgent
masses in a Petrograd street. . . . ‘Magnificent!” said Porfirio in a
voice made hoarse by emotion; and with a gesture he called our
shop-mates together as they emerged from the factory. The
folders Trini, Quima, Mercédés, Ursula joined our group, their
shoulders suddenly thrown back, their faces suddenly serious as
if stiffened by a chill, bracing wind.

Through him I learned what inordinate hopes were rising in
the poor neighbourhoods of the city. It was during the noon
break at work. I was walking along a deserted strcet without a
patch of shade and thinking vaguely how life could be as sear-
ing, as naked and as empty: Sahara. Porfirio caught up with
me. I could tell immediately from the bounce in his step, the
lively animation of his features, that he had something extra-
ordinary to tell me.

‘D’you know?’ he said. ‘The strikers in Sabadell have won
their fight.’

He turned on his heels, stopped short, and faced me, his hard
hands on my shoulders.

“You know, Ruso, it’s our turn next! We're going to win too —
in another battle. You'll see, amigo mio, you’ll sec!’

He wouldn’t say more: probably because he didn’t know any
more. It was then nothing but a confused rumour, a vague
readiness in the factories and shops. Roughly, Porfirio yanked a
hunk of bread out of his pocket and took a hefty bite out of it
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with the side of his mouth. He was too poor to eat in res-
taurants, but would grab a few bites in the street before taking
a refreshing twenty-minute nap on a bench in a nearby park.

I continued along my way with a quickened step, my heart
pounding. I entered the little Ventura restaurant (where a few
of us ate under the sharp, cordial cye of the fat patron, an old
anarchist, who had once ‘done’ five years in the presidio) with a
burdensome guilt lifted from my shoulders: I too awakened to
high hopes. Sentries! Sentries! In this city we will accomplish
our mission, a better one than yours!



3 Lejeune

From then on we looked at the city through new eyes.

Nothing was changed in appearance; but the workers’ power
surged through the city like new blood injected into the arteries
of an old organism. Only those in the know could detect the
feeling of excitement in the faces, movements, voices, pace of
the city. Voices strayed from their normal patterns: sudden
outbursts would follow murmurings among the groups seated
at the Café Espaiiol. This enormous room was extended
indefinitely by mirrors framed in heavy gilt and by terraces
animated with voices crackling like the wind over dry grass: it
opened on to a street floodlit by little theatres, night-clubs,
dance halls, and big working class bars. Some side streets,
covered with a reddish dust, wind their way up towards the
citadel; others, uniformly grey, cool and dank with the eerie
dankness of disease, bathed in the light of naked bulbs at the
end of dark corridors — where tired women and avid males
copulated endlessly and at random year in and year out.

The café, crowded at every hour of the day, has tables which
are — in a manner of speaking - reserved. The anarchists occupy
one section of the terrace and a double row of tables inside,
under the dazzling mirrors. The police informers, recognizable
by their phony veneer of workers or clerks with time to kill; by
their leaden, indolent, shifty hands made for playing dominoes,
fastening handcuffs, or noiselessly wielding a blackjack; the
police informers, with straining ears and prying eyes, form a
familiar circle — not far off — at a round table. (We have an old
trick we play cvery few weeks — of all pretending to sit down
for a long evening together, and then having the waiter, a com-
rade, serve them burning hot coffee. As soon as the steaming
cups of coffee are placed before them, we gulp down our drinks
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and hotfoot it out of there. Only El Chorro remains, laughing
silently at the spectacle of the crestfallen faces of those ‘sons of
bitches’ who are forced to choose between losing the coflee
they’ve paid for, or losing their ‘clients’.) The ‘ego-anarchist’
corner is full of foreigners. If an overly elegant bull-necked
gentleman, one of those habitués of swank bars who traflic in
white slavery, happens to find his way into our group, the un-
likely attention of the police informers and the forbidding
indifference of the workers scare him off immediately. He re-
covers his aplomb on the terrace, at the sight of some French
girls sipping orangeade through long straws. A calliope fills the
hall with arias from operas and love songs. Through the din of
the mechanical brass band, we are able to discuss things among
ourselves without worrying too much about being overheard by
the informers.

Five of us were there, late one afternoon. Eusebio, a plasterer
with the handsome, regular features of a Roman legionary, a
bristling moustache, large, soft, brown eyes — luminous, pri-
meval, accustomed to bright colours (but not nuances). Andrés,
an editor of the Confederation paper, a thin, swarthy Ar-
gentinian with sharp, squarish features, a pointed chin, and a
querulous look, held a pointed cigarette between purple lips.
Lolita, Eusebio’s ‘wife’ (and someonc else’s), a pale, skinny fac-
tory girl with hair so dark it secms blue-tinted, sunken eyes
concealing a lustreless gaze (like an indifferent caress), pale nos-
trils, a double fold of pursed lips as red as the inside of a
pomegranate. Heinrich Zilz, his necktie carefully knotted, his
face slightly flushed (for he has a yen for Lolita) was smoking
with a smile on his face.

Eusebio leaned towards us over the white marble table, his
eyes shining. He opened his thick muscular hands and said:

‘How many of us will fall tomorrow! How many! But what’s
the difference? What’s the difference!”

He repeated the same words twice over, at a loss for others.
He cracked the joints of his fingers. How to find the words to
express the power, the joy, the carnestness, the faith in
tomorrow?

Hardly moving his lips, Andrés said:
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“The people over in Manresa have promised some grenades.
Sans, Tarrasa, and Granollérs are ready. Our pals in Tarrasa
already have a hundred and forty Brownings. The Committee is
negotiating with a junta of infantrymen. But what cowards
these republicans are!’

‘So you're really itching to get yourselves chopped down, eh?’
Zilz broke in, lighting another cigarette.

“What? What?’ Eusebio cried. ‘What arc you saying?’

He heard well enough, but the hostile notion took a moment
to sink in.

‘I said,’ Zilz continued, ‘you can count me out. My skin is
worth more than any republic, cven a workers’ republic.’

A heavy silence fell over us. Then Lolita got up stiffly. Her
mouth, a bleeding pomegranate, narrows: eyes now nothing but
two shadows under the horizontal ivory of her forehead.

‘Let’s go.’

A few feet away I heard a shuffling of chairs at the table of
informers.

‘Good-bye, then,’ Zilz said. ‘I'm staying.’

We went out. Lolita, in front of us, moved rapidly through
the crowd, silent, her head — with its stubborn rebel forehead
~ high. Andrés said what we were all thinking.

“The ego-anarchist poison. People like that, you see, don’t
risk their necks any more except for money.’

EY

Lejeune’s clothes were cut from British cloth; he wore silk shirts
and underwear, and Mitchell felt hats, black or grey according
to the season. The air of a wcll-established businessman, a fre-
quenter of fine restaurants. Thickset in the face, through the
shoulders and waist; greying at the temples and in his thick
moustache; his eyes a colourless grey as if fatigued, yet alert,
never lax. Discreetly, their attentive gaze, without flame or
colour, scanned every face in a group, every shape around him
in a crowd. Lejcune usually sat in cafés in such a way as to take
advantage of all the mirrors’ treacherous possibilities while pre-
senting to others only the view of his well-shaved neck. He
preferred establishments that had a back exit, and there, certain
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corners where you could almost disappear from sight, back well
into a wall, behind an open newspaper. His insignificant name
was known only to a few of us; his past to no one. Certain
comrades remembered having called him ‘Levieux’ fifteen years
earlier in Paris and London. Then he disappeared. Had he been
mixed up with the legendary Jacob of Amiens?* Had he been a
counterfeiter? A convict who had ‘done’ eight years? That's
what people said: he said nothing himself. Insurance broker
(doubtless a ‘front’), owner of a travelling circus, wholesaler of
‘Parisian goods’, he lived extremely well. The rare guests to his
bachelor apartment used to wonder at a testimonial signed by
the queen, for philanthropic services to the Red Cross. (‘That’s
a prize! It really impresses my respectable visitors. It cost me
three hundred pesetas; and I came out five hundred ahcad of
the game by setting up a lottery. And if the wounded in Mor-
occo are being robbed, it’s those sefioras who are to blame!’)
We ran into him once in the cafés accompanied by an incred-
ible little Andalusian, ageless, olive-skinned, skeletal, dressed
like a footman in distress. ‘My secretary,’ said Lejeune. (A
pause.) ‘He can neither read nor write, but he’s marvellous at
looking after horses.’” Jovial, without being vulgar, he enjoyed
reading good books.

We left the Liceo together: the enchantment of the Russian
ballets was totally in keeping with the magic of the nights in this
city. In a blue paseo (boulevard) overlooking the glowing
hearth of the city and the deep blue of the harbour — some-
where, suspended between sea and sky, the narrow linear bea-
con of a lighthouse scanning the horizon at regular intervals —
we took leave of two charming, perfumed young ladies who
knew nothing of our real identities and would not have
understood our language. Bourgeois china dolls - Mercéd¢s the
blonde, Concepcion the brunette — with tiny graceful hands
designed for the piano, tiny souls suited for prattle, tiny bodies

*(1879-1954) The ‘Robin Hood’ of French anarchy, who stole only from
the Church, the Military, and the wealthy, and gavc most of the procceds of
his daring exploits to anarchist welfare funds. His speciality was to make
monkeys out of magistrates and to escape from prisons (including Devil’s

Istand). He furnished thc model for Maurice Leblanc’s famous character,
Arséne Lupin. - Tr.
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(in time lascivious) made for the leisure of villas. These graceful
creatures of another human species, strangely confined, impris-
oned by money as are so many of our people by poverty, amuse
us like figures in a ballet; we can anticipate their gestures, their
speech, cven their inner moods, like the movements of a dance.
... They let us hold their hands, and sometimes their waists;
they possess, these delicious mannequins, the suppleness of the
human animal in its first bloom of youth, and firm breasts
sheathed in white silk. When we were alone we returned to our
real faces; our real thoughts rcturned to us.

Iejeunc came to a halt on a street corner. Shiny automobiles
slid along the asphalt, leaving a phosphorescent trail behind
them — in our eyes.

‘Il hit the banks,” he said. “There are bound to be a few days
of disorder, you sce. So, I'll hit the banks. My revolution will be
over quickly. T don’t believe in theirs. Monarchies, republics,
unions — I don’t give a damn, you understand? Get myself
killed for a bunch of sanctimonious, honest, syphilitic homo
sapiens? 'm not so dumb. You live only once. If you shoot the
Jesuits and the generals, I won't be distressed; but I won’t go
out of my way just to watch. I'd much prefer, you see, to walk
that exquisite, brainless little Mercédés home again. If you take
" a beating, a few bastards who cscape the firing squads will
always find enough at my place to get themselves over the
mountains or across the ocean; I'll write you in at the head of
the list. Of course, that won't stop you from saying afterwards
that I'm a coward. But don’t worry about it. Just don’t ask me
for morc. Nada mas! 'That’s it, old boy.’

The night dragged on; yet we weren’t the least bit tired. He
continued his soliloquy.

“You sce, nothing is real cxcept you for yourself. Me for
myself. I am alone, just like you. Close your eyes: the stars
disappear. You might love a woman to the point of wanting to
kill yourself for her: but you still wouldn’t feel anything when
she had a toothache. Alone. Alone. We are all alone. It’s awful
when you think of it! And lifc goes on, old boy, life goes on. . ..
I'm getting grey. I've got high blood pressure. What do I have
to look forward to? Ten years? Fifteen? Not even that many.
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See, I might almost envy Concepcion or Mercédés — or that
twenty-year-old bruiser.’

(A brawny soldier passcd by along the strect.)

‘Death is nothing; it is life that is incffable. How extra-
ordinary to be here, to breathe in this coolness, to fcel yourself
moving, desiring, thinking, and to discover the world all around
you! For the past fiftcen years 1've never been scparated from
this little toy (he opened his palm wide, uncovering a triangular
object of bluc-black steel). ‘Seven bullets ready at any time.
The last one for me. With that certainty, no onc is freer than I.
When that decision has been made once and for all, you be-
come strong. And wisc. I love life, my friend. And [ have only
my own life. I only risk it to save it. I only fight for myself.

‘I have three forms of wealth; women, animals and plants.
My happiness is to walk in a garden where the plants are hardy,
the flowers opulent. 1 crave plants that cry out, that bleed, that
sing. And palm trees. FHave you cver thought what a palm leaf
is? It’s strong, supple and firm, full of sap, calm like the stars.
There’s life. My happiness is to stroke a horse. You put your
hand on his muzzle, pat him gently on the chest, and he looks at
you like a friend. You'll never have a better friend. (Have you
ever noticed how the flesh of animals is charged with elec-
tricity?) My happiness is women, all women: I don’t even know
which give me more pleasure, those T look at or those [ take. ...
What do you want me to risk all of that for? Go ahead and
fight: I'll hit the banks and then it’s off to Brazil!’



4 Arming

I had no answer for him. Faith, certitude, absurdity — they don’t
need an answer. ‘All the old poisons of Paris flow through your
veins, my friend. Good night.’ ... Sometimes, under a light
grey sky, the Seine brings strangely opulent iridescences to the
slick surface of her still, green waters: pearl-grey, purple, rain-
bow-hued, opalescent blotches that poison her. More than any-
one clse — since I had scen them kill off the strongest of the
strong — I was conscious of certain imponderable poisons, syn-
thetic products which combine bourgeois temptations with a
natural love of life, intelligence and energy with rebellion and
poverty. ... Oh happy counterfeiters, carrying your bundles of
‘merchandise’ stuffed in your left pants’ pocket, your right
hands resting casually on your Brownings! You surely would
never have been willing to fight for the Comité Obrero (Work-
ers’ Committee). But cornered in a dead end with prison the
only way out, you died — valiantly — shot down by the cops.
That ending was, for you, inevitable . .. after the squalid fights
... the unspeakable anguish under the cye of the shopkceper
whose sharp looks peel the gold off the phony coin ... the
unavowable murders on the outskirts of town ... the double-
crosses you perpetrated against each other — frce men, out-
siders, proud of being ‘neither masters nor slaves’, of living
according to rcason in the cold, clear light of ‘conscious
cgotism’. . . . Gangs of rebels, born to adventure, the grey autos
carried you off to the guillotine - five thousand francs scwn in
your pants’ lining, three clips of ammunition (twenty-one bul-
lets, nicely pointed and explicit). and: ‘We're nobody’s fool any
more.” - *We no longer believe in anything.” — *We will carve
out a new life for ourselves.” But one of the boys, who didn’t
believe in anything either, found it even more convenient to
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make blood money on you and sold you out to fat policemen -
cash on the line.

No, 1 much preferred the very different truths held by El
Chorro, Eusebio, and a few thousand other comrades who, at
every hour, were crossing and recrossing the teeming city, run-
ning secret errands.

‘Come along,” the Mcxican said to me, late one afternoon
under a reddening sky. ‘You're going to have a good laugh.’

‘I'he muscles of his massive, square-chinned face were twitch-
ing with impcreeptible Jaughter. In a cloud of red dust, we
crossed the Gracia quarter: houses, white or red, doors half-
opened on to the extraordinary cold, blue shade inside. Not a
soul in sight. In-the middle of a sweltering, descrted market
place the murmur of a fountain mingled with a monotonous
female voice: ‘A-a-a-i-0. ... A young gypsy was squatting in a
narrow triangle of shade, rocking her child to sleep. Red earth,
shimmering with heat, dull buzzing of glittering green flies
around the squatting young woman, copper flesh of a ripe
breast, and the heavy sky where great fiery waves were unfold-
ing invisibly.

Merciful shade gave us back the power of speech. We were
climbing a hill.

‘“You know what’s really great?’ El Chorro said, ‘is waking up
with the birds in the early morning out on the sierra. The moun-
tains arc purple, and the night has fled across the forest. You
recognize the birds’ songs. You hear the movements of the ani-
mals going to drink. The dew sprinkled on the leaves like dia-
monds. The sun appears and warms without burning ...

‘Will we take the city, El Chorro?’

‘No sé! cono!’” (‘I haven't the foggiest notion!’ — followed by
the foulest obscenity). ‘What we need is a man, a real man. Five
thousand men, ten thousand men without one man, and all is
lost. One they will follow and obey; one they can love. One
leader and I'd answer: “Yes.”’

We arrived. “You’ll have a good laugh!’ El Chorro cried out
once moie. He led me towards a tumble-down shuck butlt right
against the rock on the side of a hill. Our only vista a vegetable
patch down below. My companion slapped his thigh joyfully
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and, pushing open the swinging door, we entered. A young
woman seated before a second door rose to meet us. Through a
hole in the roof, a wide ray of orange sunlight fell across her
skinny brown shoulders. She smiled. We passed through that
ray of red gold, that smile, the shadow, another swinging
door . ..

At first 1 had trouble making out several squatting forms
hovering around a curious low-slung machine. Factory girls.
Then I recognized Jurien, lying with his elbows on the ground,
a cigarette between his lips. ‘Salut! — Salut! — Salut”” A huge
laugh spread silently across El Chorro’s face in the shadows. He
pointed to the young women, workers from a nearby factory
(just, by chance, next door to an army barracks) and to the
curious machine whose familiar mechanism Jurien was check-
ing:

‘Madre de Dios! Those foxy bitches have stolen a machine
gun!’

‘That’s what I was telling you,’ he added, his voice dropping.
‘All we need now is one man.’

I marvelled at the Castilian language, which by calling a man
un hombre enabled me to hear une ombre *

*

A taxi stops in a narrow backstreet, in front of an ordinary-
looking shop window: Café Valenciano. Two gentlemen in
travelling clothes get out, carrying heavy suitcases. A young
man wearing a cap is smoking not far off. The driver pulls away
slowly.

A few moments later the door of the little café opens, letting
in four workmen in sandals, caps, overalls. ‘How are you,
Vincent?’ says one of them to the owner, who is leaning on the
bar.

‘Fine, go on in.

One by one, they pass into the back room. Andrés greets
them, notebook in hand.

“Ihe San Luis tactory,” says the first. “Twenty-seven. Then
the Canadiense: eighteen.’

* A shadow, in French. - Tr.
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‘Very good.’

The man from the San Luis factory turns back towards the
café¢ and calls out, ‘Gregorio!’

Gregorio comes in. In a corner of the room, under a window
with muslin curtains, Jos¢ Miro, tall and wiry, his resolute face
set off by black eychrows and metallic eycs, brusquely opens a
suitcase resting on a table and full of the blue-black reflections
of sombre metal. Jos¢’s pale hand plunges into that heap of
black steel and pulls out a Browning. He counts out three
clips.

“T'ake it.’

Gregorio takes the gun and the three clips from the edge of
the table. His chest is constricted with emotion. He can’t think
what to say. ‘Gracias,” he finally murmurs. Andrés, Jos¢, and
the man from the San Luis factory look at him attentively. But
alrcady, the next man is being called in.

‘Benavente! ../

At times Jos¢ Miro walks up to a young man, looks him in
the eyes, and says: ‘Every bullcet belongs to the Confedera-
tion... .

One man from the Canadiense is missing. Andrés and Miro
stare at cach other. The leader of the group, suddenly worried,
searches his memory. ‘

‘Eighteen, you said.

‘Si, si. Eighteen.’

One didn’t show up. One got lost on the way. The street,
however, was still safe. The patron vouched for it. But one
weapon remained, useless, at the bottom of an empty suitcase,
its bluish reflection mirroring the anxiety on three faces. The
spectre, as yet unacknowledged, of betrayal was alrcady in the
air ...

‘My God!” cries the dclegate from the Canadiense. ‘Quiroja
didn’t come. His wife is having a baby.’

“Then give him this,” says Miro, ‘for the baptism.’

The empty suitcase clicks shut, The spectre disappears. The
patron brings in several glass porros (decanteis) filled with a red
wine so thick it is almost black . . .

Workers stream out through the dazzling city towards their
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homes in the poor quarters, their steps lightened, shoulders
thrown back with a new feeling of power. Their hands never
tire of carcssing the weapons’ black steel. And waves of pride
and strength flow from that steel into their muscular arms,
through the spinal column to those precincts of the brain where,
by a mysterious chemistry, that essential life force we call the
Will is distilled. A man carrying a weapon (especially if he has
been disarmed for a long time, and especially in a modern city
where possessing a weapon, secret and dangerous, always as-
sumes near-tragic implications) is boosted by the dual aware-
ness of the danger he is carrying and the danger he is running.
The gun, restoring his primordial right, places him outside the
written law (the law of others). In the busy crowd along the
main arteries thesc workers, who had always felt degraded by
the contrast between their sloppy old suits or overalls and bour-
geois dress, pass expensive restaurants they never enter, luxur-
ious cafés from which strains of music emanate, shop windows
with astonishing displays of objects so beyond their means as to
be not even tempting: leathers, silks, chrome, gold, pearls. Here
they encounter the women of that other race, sheathed in
precious fabrics, their complexions coloured by good health
and luxury as by a soft inner light. Here they encounter well-
fed men with relaxed faces, haughty, superior looks under
broad felt hats. The workers caress their Brownings and move
about, already like lean wolves creeping unseen into a fat and
peaceful flock, contemplating the boldest of assaults.

Once they enter the slum streets where they feel at home,
their exuberance brings them together in talkative groups. Now
and then the weapons glisten in the palms of their powerful
hands as they feel the virile heft of sleek metal or hold them out
nervously at arm’s length. It becomes a kind of game to load
and unload them: that is how Juan Bregat of the mechanics’
union killed himsclf.

They don’t have much reason to ponder over the value of
their lives. these people. Never will they escape from these
shacks (which stink from cooking oil and bedbugs), from the
factories (where their bodies and brains arc drained each day),
from the stifling slums, from the swarms of kids with their
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dirty, matted, lice-infested hair. Never will the young charms of
the novias (fiancécs) survive the effects of hunger, the hospital,
the dirty wash, the warmed-over meals, the oppression of white-
washed walls. Never, never, never. Only by force will they
break out of the closed circle of their fate. And tough luck for
those who fall by the wayside (losing nothing of importance
anyway). The others, the victors, would open the way of the
future. What kind of future? The more thoughtful quote Rec-
lus, Kropotkin, Malatesta, Anselmo Lorenzo with feverish en-
thusiasm. But what need is there to think so much? Any future
would be better than the present.



5 Allies

A silent back street in three clashing colours: fagades white,
pavements of reddish clay, a high stone wall casting blue shad-
ows. The wall (the colour of dead leaves) is pierced at intervals
by narrow windows with ornate wrought-iron bars. Behind that
ironwork flowers lie imprisoned under the cool shadow of a
soldiers’ barracks. The white faces of women with fat chins and
calm gluttonous lips can sometimes be seen there. Peacefully,
they gaze into the street with large, black velvet cyes where life
seems to stagnate as in a still pond. Next to a low door over
which a double escutcheon has been carved into the stone, a
soldier stands watch like a living statue, his hands folded across
the barrel of his short riflc. A black, three-cornered hat, a black
cape, yellow leather straps criss-crossing his chest: he too, mo-
tionless, oppresses the lifeless strect with his stagnant gaze. At
times, when we stare at him, a stubborn black hatred is aroused
in his eyes — a tiny white spark that glows and sinks into dark
pools. A rough, square-cut beard hardens his features. These
guardia civils, recruited in the old-fashioned, backward provin-
ces, well-housed, well-fed, are perhaps the only soldiers in the
city loyal to the king. On the highways they escort the convoys
of prisoners travelling to the presidios. They surround the
scaffold while the cxccutioner slowly tightens the garrotte
around the neck of a man who is already nothing more than a
gasping, terrified rag of a man. During military ceremonies they
surround the Sefior Governor, whose carcer might be shortened
by a bomb — if it weren’t for the bulwark of their black and
yellow bodies.

Two men walking along the narrow sidewalk across the strect
from the sentry turn around suddenly and face him. Onc is thin,
hard, wiry with a dark metallic look; the other, rough-hewn,
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dressed in a shabby grey suit, collarless, his cap pushed down on
the back of his neck, slightly aslant, as certain dock workers
wear them. The sentry stares at them. A nervous impulse clec-
trifies his limbs; his hands, alrcady prepared for quick action,
tremble on the rifle. The two men across the way, apparently
peaceful, exchange glances, each has his right hand in his
pocket. The situation is clear. Behind the wrought-iron grill of
the nearby window, where cool clinging vines hang drowsily, a
woman is looking out, her clbows on the sill. But now her lips
turn pale and her pupils darken with awful premonition.

‘He’s recognized you,” the thin man says to his companion.
‘He’s going to set off the alarm. The bell is right behind him.
Don’t move a muscle. I'll let him have it.’

The second answers quickly and quietly behind a false smile
like an ill-fitting mask:

‘Don’t do anything stupid, Jos¢! What are you, crazy!’

The flat tone of his voice is decisive. The mask adjusts; the
false smile is now real. Slowly the man in grey draws out of his
right-hand pants’ pocket (the sentry’s hands tighten on the rifle
barrel, and two pairs of fascinated eyes follow his movement
with horrified interest) a silver-plated cigarctte casc, and opens
1t

‘Got your lighter, Jos¢?’

José brings out his right hand too. Relaxed, they exchange
glances, a tiny white spark still burning deep in their eyes.
Having lighted their cigarettes, they move on without turning
around. The sentry’s hands relax their grip on the rifle barrel,
the plump woman heaves a long sigh from behind her high
grilled window. What happened? Nothing. Why nothing of
course. But what heat! Jesus, it’s hot.

*

The perfume of flowers mingles at moments with the salt smell
of the nearby sea. The two men plunge into the noisy crowd on
the avenue. They enter a quiet street lined with pretentious
bourgeois residences, their fagades white, pink, blue, green,
parti-coloured, some overloaded with gilt decorations and lined
up, like wealthy matrons wearing all their jewels, along the
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route of procession. They ring at number 12. White apron,
white cap, a vague, pleasant smilc tinged with curiosity, the
little maid ushers them into the cool shade of the vestibule.
They can imagine what they must look like: one a moving man
or.a contractor inspecting the water mains, the other a sus-
picious intruder. The taller of the two shakes off their embar-
rassment with an expansive shrug of the shoulders: an old habit
from his days as a dock worker — shaking off the invisible load
forever weighing down on his shoulders. He darts a knowing
look at the lady’s maid, making him uglier than he is, with his
round nose, too small for his massive rubbery face, and his
sparkling goggle eyes that arc a little too far apart (like the eyes
of a mischievous fish, T used to think).

‘My adorablc child, your master is cxpecting us at four
o’clock’’

‘The girl blushes a little, her lips pursed. ‘Enter, sefior.” They
find themselves in a small grey room furnished with Cordovan
leather chairs and a black marble table on which there arc some
magazines. Out of an cbony frame, an El Greco portrait of an
emaciated old man stares down at them, as if through a win-
dow, with unfathomed sadness.

‘T was right not to shoot,” murmured José, surprised at the
sound of his own voice, even though it was almost inaudible.

Then they notice another portrait, hung in bizarre apposition
to the first, and framed in heavy gold leaf. Huge curved
moustaches, enormous blue eyes, rimless glasses and rufiled
hair speckled with grey: the leader of the Republican party
gives the impression of seeing nothing.

“T'he son of a bitch,” whispers Jos¢ through clenched teeth.

Just then, as if that were the magic word, a door opens noise-
lessly between the two portraits and His Honour, the Sefior
Deputy Domenico y Massés (a finc name — with a hexameter
resonance) appears, both hands outstretched, a smile beaming
from his eyes, his sensual mouth, his well-tailored frock coat
and even, it seems, from his glistening patent leather shoes. The
two visitors might have thought they were his intimate {riends,
he seems so overjoyed by their presence. In his study, bathed
in the green light of a rose-studded garden, a pink marble
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Aphrodite with raised arms stands over the desk. There is also
the portrait of a young boy, like one of Van Dyck’s little Eng-
lish princes. From the depths of a red Icather armchair a bald
man, freshly shaven, rather stout with bushy white cyebrows,
half rises and bows ceremoniously to the visitors. A double chain
of gold is strung across his white polka-dotted vest. José Miro
smiles, imagining himself as amiable, but only succeeds in
uncovering a set of teeth that makes him look like a young
wolf,

‘Here is the government of tomorrow,” Sefior Domenico is
saying, his palms outstretched, ‘or most of it.’

They talk for an hour, resorting at times to euphemisms and
circumlocutions — interrupting themselves at just the right mo-
ment to light a cigar (Sefior Domenico surprised them by open-
ing a little safe hidden behind a tapestry, and, smiling
resplendently, bringing out his most precious Havanas). A map
is spread out at Aphrodite’s feet; the ex-stevedore outlines a
wide scmicircle around the city with his thumb. A heavy enve-
lope with a number in four figures in the corner is swallowed in
the pocket of the grey-jacketed visitor. Dates are worked out.

Sefior Domenico personally shows his guests to the door. The
other man had hardly budged from his armchair. At the age of
fifty-six Don Ramon Valls would say, not without pride: ‘I got
my start at the age of twenty-three with two hundred thousand
pesetas; I'm worth a couple of million today. O.K.! By the time
PI'm sixty, I'll have doubled my capital.” He exports oil from
Tortosa, wood from Galicia, ore from the Asturias, books from
Madrid. His character combines a certain American touch with
the good-natured simplicity of a former shipowner who has no
objections to mixing business with pleasure so long as he is able,
as the evening wears on and the air grows thick with off-colour
stories, to innocently strike the most telling and treacherous
blows against his antagonist with admirably feigned cordiality.
This ‘old hog’, as he was cruelly nicknamed by some young
businessmen (whom he cheated while leaving them the sat-
isfaction of thinking they were much smarter than he) was able
to pick up 30 per cent of his seemingly reasonable profits off the
carpets of drawing rooms and private studies. His forte was his
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ability to judge men, and to bring off a big copper deal, paying
less attention to the probable fluctuations of the market than to
the temperament of the prospective buyer.

Now, left alone, he raises his eyebrows (with him a sign of the
greatest perplexity), and his eycs, the eyes of a great, mel-
ancholy dog. Dealing with men unlike any he had ever known
has left him angry with himsclf. ‘Small-time hoodlums,’ he
thinks. On the other hand, that sclf-assurance, that clear-head-
edness, that grip on something bigger - bigger, actually, than
any juicy deal in the millions. ... As the deputy returns, the
exporter grumbles:

‘Formidable allies. Are you sure we’re not better off with our
enemies?’

‘Don Ramon, it’s people like that who make revolutions. The
riffraff begin the job, the parliaments finish it.’

‘... by finishing off the riffraff,” said Don Ramon in that
toneless voice he uses for dubious transactions.

*

The two visitors move off, out of place on that street lined with
stately houses.

‘Will they go along with us?’ José asks brusquely.

The ex-stevedore shifts the invisible load on his shoulders.

‘They need us.’

‘If they do go along, Dario, so much the worse for them.’

‘Don’t say that, my boy. There are things that those foxes can
overhear at a distance, through the thickest walls. Their ears are
made that way.’

‘And if they don’t go along,” José continues, ‘so much the
worse for them!’

‘And so much the worse for us. (Dario whistles.) Eh, Chico, 1
think that this time we’re being tailed for real ...

They are. Two gentlemen, wearing Panama hats and carrying
canes, arc walking resolutely down the street twenty paces be-
hind them.

Dario represses an uncasy feeling, How the streels seem to
narrow at times like this! The Committee’s money weighs
heavily in his jacket. Fortunately a car pulls up. He hops in.
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José Miro turns on his heels — hard and straight like a steel
mannequin — at the kerb.

*

The plain clothes men, now uncasy themselves, approach him.
They slow their pace. When they get to where Miro is standing,
glaring hard at them, they begin talking loudly about a certain
Conchita and look away. Miro follows them. The hunters feel
hunted now. That very day an informer had been found, in the
centre of town, with a hole clean through his head. Tcy shivers
run up their spines as Miro’s measured step falls in with theirs.
That night, Miro described that chase to us, laughing like a
mischievous child.

‘In the end 1 swear to you they were dying to take to their
heels like rabbits. Every five yards they would turn around. I
was making a horrible face, so as to keep from laughing, you
scc. One goes into a cigar store. The other stops outside the
window. I do likewise. We peer at cach other out of the corner
of the eye. He gets brave: “Mister ...” — “What?” - “Mister,
you shouldn’t hold it against us. ...” (Oh, that hangdog look on
his paunchy face. 1t’s true, I didn’t hold it against him any
more.) “Ours is a dirty job. But I have three children. Three
daughters, mister: Maria, Concha, Luisa” (He told me the
names and I remember them, how do you like that?), “seven,
eight, and nine years old. And a bullet in my leg, mister,
brought back from the Riff. And no trade to work at. But I'm a
sympathizer” (he said “sympathizer!”) “believe me. And if your
plans work out, remember my name. You have a friend in the
Second Brigade: Jacinto Palomas, Pa-lo-mas. Tell Seiior Dario
that we all admire him. He’s a re-mark-a-ble orator!”’



6 Dario

Dario’s days began at six in the morning, with the earliest start-
ing factories. He swallowed his coffee in the open air at one of
the strect-corner stands where workers grab a bite on the run.
At an hour when the police informers were still rubbing their
eyes, he would burst into a little print shop with a freshly
washed window, give a friendly tap on the behind to the ap-
prentice who was sweeping up, and bend down between two
piles of posters depicting blue-and-yellow acrobats swinging
from white trapezes (THE LAURENCE BROTHERS INIMIT-
ABLE ECCENTRIC in dazzling letters straddling the paper) and
a huge woman's face, half-ycllow, half purple: GRAC10SA LA
MISTERIOSA. Further down, Dario’s hand was attracted by
stacks of little yellow papers covered with a fine print, nesting
between the posters. As he read, his head cocked to one side, his
mischievous eye saw a host of things through that wretched
yellow paper. ‘Soldiers! Brothers! ..." How much art it had
taken to draft this appeal in terms both moving and familiar,
to put in the words that fire the imagination, ‘barricades’, and ‘to
arms’; to mention the great man who was shot in 1909,* to re-
call the Moroccan campaign; and all of this without in-
flaming the cautious bourgeois of the Regionalist League, all
without displeasing the comrades of the Confederation, without
incurring the anarchists’ veto. ‘Sons of the people, be with the
people! For justice and for liberty! For the bread of the

* Francisco Ferrer, executed 13 October 1909, at Montjuich. A libertarian
teacher, he happened to be in Barcelona during the general strike which had
forced the government to flce. Accused ~ without the slightest evidence - of
fomenting the whole rebellion, his trial and cxccution sparked a world-wide
protest movement similar to the Sacco-Vanzetti movement a generation
later. - Tr.

47



workers!’ Everybody would find whatever he was looking for in
one or another of these ambiguous words.

Noon. A strident whistle blast suddenly cailed forth a crowd
in blue coveralls, near a factory in Sans, a neighbourhood of
cheap working-class hash houses. Dario, perched on top of a
chair, smiled as he watched a terrified policeman being chased
by some kids throwing stones on the other side of the square.
‘Run, you old beggar, run; you’ll have to do lots more running!’
And so Dario began his specch in the midst of side-splitting
laughter, power and confidence alrcady awakened among the
thrce hundred men crowding around him, surrounding him
with an odour of male perspiration, machine oil, metal dust,
and tar. Dario found the right words to rcach these men. An
open mouth, a damp forehead, a flushed glance revealed to him
that his words had struck home, his efforts were rewarded. The
Moroccan dead, the war dead, the bombed-out cities, the for-
tunes made ‘in blood, in excrement, and in mud’, the red flags
flying over Russia, the famine invading Europe, the Jesuits, the
degenerate King — ‘el rey cretino with his slack mouth like a slit
in a piggy bank and his chin all unscrewed’ (faughter almost
broke out, relaxing the tension in the crowd; but the orator’s
voice climbed up an octave and - like an athlete who recovers
his balance on the bar — recovered possession of three hundred
souls suspended on the brink of laughter and brought them all
violently under the spell of his awesome words), ‘the miscrable
King who shot our great Ferrer. ..

Then, to tcmper the heat of that just hatred, Dario-threw out
some facts and figures with cold precision: Eight hours of work.
Minimum wage. Fifteen per cent increase. Moratorium on
rents. Lower rents. Repeal of administrative sanctions. . .. Each
listener, brought back to reality, measured the calculated re-
alism of these demands against his daily pain and poverty. Tt
was now time for the final appeal, spewed out in symbolic
words, vague and boundless, carrying everything with it: soli-
darity, justice, the republic, labour, the future.... Dario
plunged into the crowd which surged around him, hugging,
kissing, questioning, and arguing with him. A bare-chested
giant whispered in his ear, in a cloud of garlic and wine: ‘We’re
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twenty Brownings short.” Warm voices vibrated through the air.
Comrades surrounded Dario all the way to a courtyard with
two exits where he jumped on to his bike and rushed off to carry
the word to a place twenty minutes away, just a few moments
before the whistle blast which called the men back to work. The
echo of his words continued to electrify their minds long after-
wards. And, sensing this wake of encrgy trailing behind him, he
shrugged his burden of fatigue higher up on his shoulders and
slept, exhausted, for two hours on a friend’s cot (near the win-
dow a young woman was noiselessly doing her wash, immersed
in a soft bluish halo against the white wall: the orator’s eyes
closed over that calm and serene image. He awoke to the re-
freshing sight of children’s clothing decked out like flags across
the room). Around four o’clock he entered the Comité Obrero
without knocking. »

This was perhaps the most tiring hour of the day. For here he
would find Portez, the cement worker, ceaselessly demanding
explanations, setting limits, criticizing errors, warning of
dangers, stuffing his speeches full of complex allusions with
triple meanings — incomprehensible at first — or declaring brut-
ally, both fists square on the table, hair in angry disarray: ‘Any
comrades who see themselves as future ministers ... any dic-
tators-in-cmbryo, whatever service they may have performed,
will have to be crushed!” And he would look straight in front of
him into the emptiness of a dirty mirror. If therc were any
angry outbursts, he would say dryly: ‘I'm not pointing at any
individuals. History is there, comrades, to show us the danger.’
He listened to Dario with a sort of ostentatious deference. And
his question fell, like a stone in deep water, radiating countless
ripples:

‘Will we take power, yes or no?’

Dario was forced to explain himself: ‘We are not power
seekers. We¢ are libertarians. But we have to take practical
necessitics into account. We will accept full responsibility for
the consequences of our acts. The Committee would be a tem-
porary revolutionary organ expressing the will of the Con-
fcderation, and not a government.” Dario was well aware that
he was becoming entangled, that he was playing with words, not
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daring to come to the point or to call things by their right name.
A dull desire fermented within him to smash his fist down on
the table, releasing all his pent-up brutality, and (o cry out:
‘We'll do whatever must be done, Madre de Dios de Madre de
Dios! and our sacrosanct principles won’t be any the worse for
it!” But that would have been a victory for calm, collected
Portez, who would immediately have quoted Kropotkin, the
bylaws of the Confederation, its conventions, Spartacus, Ba-
bocuf, Anselmo I.orenzo and carricd the majority on a vote of
no confidence. At moments like this, Dario became ugly, his
large body slackened, his relatively small head hung awkwardly
on a wrinkled, vagucly greyish neck. his eyes turned colourless.
His words and gestures — evasively acquiescent — were delivered
with half-hearted cunning. Portez pushed home his advantage
by proposing the creation of a Control Commission authorized
to rclieve members of the Committee of their authority if they
overstepped their mandates. . . . Dario voted ‘for’ with
indifference.

‘Back to the agenda.” murmurcd old Ribas, the chairman,
without raising his white head.

Now it was Dario’s turn to take the offensive. He was never
one for arguing on general principles. . . . ‘The men at
Granollérs haven’t yet reccived any weapons. What’s going on?
... Sans is twenty Brownings short. ... Percz Vidal of the bar-
bers’ is an agent provocateur: this has been known for several
days and he is still alive. ... Why has the Committee’s envoy to
Paris not left yet? ... Things will never be ready for the nine-
teenth.’

Heated voices rose to answer him. The room was filled with
hubbub. A young woman wearing a gold-coloured scarf on her
head appeared in the doorway and whispered, smiling:

‘Comrades, you can be heard outside in the courtyard?’

That golden smile, that voice - like a fresh-water stream
among their voices — calmed the men.

‘Let’s get back to the question of rents,” said Ribas,
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I would meet Dario sometimes in the evenings, in a tiny lodging
which was dark and cool. The air and the noisc of the street
wafted in through the balcony. On extremely hot days, the grey
shadow of the high wall of a medieval convent lent shade to
that house, our refuge in the evening. There was wine in big
glasses on the unvarnished wooden table. Some tomatoes, red
peppers, and onions lying nearby in a dish where everybody
took what he wanted made it cven more like a room in an inn.
Dario would gulp down his wine. His narrow greenish eyes
were now relaxed; the faint ugliness of his features seemed to
disappear; he spoke about the coming insurrection with an in-
fectious confidence. ‘Oh, surc, all those readers of La Conguéte
du pain don’t really believe we can win. Hold out one week for
history’s sake, that’s the main thing as far as they’re concerned.
Afterward - they all hope to escape to Argentina; for they have
a vocation for collective martyrdom and an individual love of
sclf-preservation. But it doesn’t make any difference. The main
thing is to begin. Action has its own laws. Once things get star-
ted, when it’s no longer possible to turn back, they’ll do — we’ll
all do — what must be done. ... What will it be? I haven’t any
idca, Comrade. But certainly a whole lot of things we don’t
even suspect ...

“You have to burn your boats. If Cortes hadn’t burned his,
his conquistadores would have re-embarked like cowards. Burn
your boats ...

‘In 1902 we held the city for seven days. In 1909 we held out
for three days, without, moreover, finding anything better to do
than burn a few churches. There were no leaders, no plans, no
guiding ideas. Now, all we nced are a couple of weeks to make
us practically invincible.’

Indced? Obviously Dario wasn’t saying everything he was |
thinking. Had he recally thought it out himself? He made us
explain the Russian events to him while he wrinkled his brows
like a schoolboy having trouble following the lesson. Then, sud-
denly ercct, joyful:

‘Pve got a feeling we're going to catch up with the Russians!
That would be beautiful, Europe burning at both ends!’

Dario often slept in that dwelling, after secret meetings that
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might last until the hour when the city pleasure lighted its
lamps: a fiery glow mounting above the gloomy convent from
the brightly lit streets. Couples entwined along the street, stand-
ing motionless in front of the old doors with their wrought-iron
knockers. From his balcony, Dario would lean out over them
for a few moments, breathing in the throbbing freshness of
the night, stretching his great arms (capable of carrying
two-hundred-pound loads), mouthing a cry of power and fat-
igue which had to be repressed. He would totter back into the
room where a shadcless oil lamp was burning on the table
among the wine glasses and the remains of supper. With the
indolent step of a tired cat he crossed through that feeble yel-
Jowish light and entered a sort of dark closet built under the
stairway, where there was just enough room for a chair and a
bedstead. It was there that he lay down, without a light, cramped
as if in a dungeon, a Browning at his bedside. But sometimes
a mousclike noisc made him stretch out his hand and draw
open the bolt. Then Lolita would slip in next to him. naked
under her red-and-blue striped Indian mantle (the colours
invisible in the dark), svelte and cool, yet burning. She pressed
herself close to him without speaking a word. He sought her
face and found only her ardent lips. ‘L.ct me look at you,” he
said. He struck a phosphorus match against the wall. A splutter-
ing blue star, hissing and spidery, burst into flame at his finger-
tips: her delicate, soft-toned face — with its huge dark eyes, each
now lighted by a spark, shining from out of their decp-set, dusky
orbits — was nestled in the hollow of his arm, with a poor, gentle,
worried smile. Dario gazed at it until the ephemeral light singe-
ing his fingers went out. They madec love in total darkness — in
silence, for he was hurried and tired, and she always felt on the
verge of losing him.



7 The Trap, Power, the King

At that precisc moment a telephone rang in the large, quiet
offices of the Deputy Commissioner of the Security Police, a
stubborn old civil servant with the smooth, hairless face of an
actor. Don Felipe Sarria put down his cigarette in a nickel ash
tray. ‘Hello? Ah, it’s you. Very good.” At the other end of the
linc, a constrained voice was battling against the fa-la-las of an
orchestra. Hard little heels bammering rhythmically on the
boards made a din like thick hail beating down on that prudent
voice. The man was evidently calling from the wings of a dance
hall. The Deputy Commissioner listencd with great attention.
‘Himself! Well, well. At Lloria’s? Calle Jeronima, number 26?7
Just a minute. . . . On the second floor, you say? The room is on
the right, under the stairs, at the end of the hall. The ncarest
window is on the courtyard? That’s it? — Good-bye.” The in-
sidious voice fell silent over the receiver. The Deputy Com-
missioner turned a switch and the room was flooded with light.
The full-dress portrait of the King appeared, set off by a mass-
ive gilt frame, between the safe and a strongbox containing the
informers’ dossiers: a feeble smile and a sidewise glance hang-
ing in the air behind the policeman. Don Felipe looked through
a big file: ‘Lloria, married to Sarda, Maria (Lolita), aged
twenty-seven ... From another file containing the plans of
houses occupied by the activists (‘extremely dangerous’) entered
on list No. A-2, Don Felipe withdrew a more interesting card:
the doors, the heights of the windows, the turnings of the cor-
ridors, everything fell clearly into place before his eyes, and this
perfect layout, carefully drawn up by a prize student of the
School of Art and Design, became the biueprint for a trap. ...
With the point of his pencil, Don Felipe, pensive, slowly traced
a circle on the plan, in the room wherc Dario was sleeping.
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Then, still completely absorbed, he put in three little dots — the
tiny, schematic representation of a face.

‘Of course. Of course.’

The pencil point mechanically traced another circle, sketch-
ing another head, somewhat smaller, hugging the first one: a
slightly heavier line representing the mouth. Only then did the
policeman come out of his dream. Two men in the courtyard.
Two men in the street. Three to make the arrcst. No exit. A
perfect trap. Very good. Don Felipe rubbed his hands together.
He was about to ring, to close this trap with a mere push of the
finger in the shadows. The King approved silently from his
shining frame and purple velvet backdrop above. But, but . ..

But the anger of thosc thousands of workers, tomorrow, in
the back streets, the cold fury of all those men in File No. A
(‘dangerous’) would haunt the city, invisible, controlled, ve-
hement yet rcady to explode in an outcry or, worse still, in the
dry crackle of pistol-shots. Two or three officers would be dead
by nightfall, without any doubt. Don Felipc peered into the
future. And after that? — After that was the great unknown of
the masscs’ anger.

And then this man, asleep in the rectangle now marked by
two circles. ... ‘Hmmm,' thought Don Felipe in spite of him-
sclf (one thought crossing another en route from the depths
where the light never penctrates), ‘two heads, one against the
other ... The Regionalist Leaguc fcared him more than any-
body. Arrest him? Enrage the workers, calm the regionalists.
Self-intercst added its ounce of gold to the dark nugget of fear
on the invisible scales.

*

The next day we buried Juan Bregat. He killed himself acciden-
tally while handling a Browning with a child’s delight and
clumsiness. Some comrades had left his body in an empty by-
street — and most people believed it had been a crime of the
police. We knew better. The bullet made a hole in his forchead
above the left cyebrow: and this hole, black at the edges,
plugged with a cotton wad, gave him the look of a young victim
of the firing squad. The totally tragic character of his death was
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apparent in thc attenuated sharpness of his features, the green-
ish tint of his skin, the stale odour given off by that livid flesh -
virile only yesterday — in the insistent buzzing of the flics over
that darkened mouth; apparent, too, in a different manner -
transformed into living, suffering flesh — in that dark form
standing at the bedside, straight but broken, showing the pallor
beneath the veil and two shrivelled hands clasped one over the
other (whose rigidity made me think of the frozen hands of the
women in mourning one finds among the stone figures of cath-
edrals). Standing around the dead man in the small, white hos-
pital room, the comrades were saying, ‘The first blood.” They
passed gravely by him, murmuring almost aloud, as if he could
have heard them, ‘Adicu! Adieu!” They stood around the cor-
ridor and in the courtyard with its barred windows, discussing
this perhaps senseless death on which their faith had now con-
ferred a higher sense. For the light of humanity to be suddenly
snuffed out within an ardent young brain, what absurdity! — no
matter how it happens. But to die from a clumsy gesture while
loading your weapon on the eve of the battle or to dic from a
stray bullet during the shooting, what difference is there? Some-
how it seems even more absurd to be the first one killed in the
insurrection or the last one killed in the mutiny, and yet it is the
nature of things that we must cry for these two. Or to fall,
judged and vanquished, after the combat, under twelve bullets
from twelve miserable soldicrs whom you hate with all your
soul in that awful moment but whom you none the less for-
give, shouting: ‘Brothers!” You don’t choose your time. This
first blood was the purest, the blood of a young worker with his
vision firmly attached to life, loved by a wife and a child — and
by us — spilled in vain (but again, can one ever know which is
vain and which is fruitful? And wasn’t it the fertility of your
blood, poor Juan, that gave us that feeling of strength when,
several thousand strong, we addressed you our soldiers’ fare-
well?).

Therec was no singing, no music, no speeches. The coffin,
nailed shut over that energetic brow, was lifted by anonymous
hands, in a silence so profound I thought I could hear the beat-
ing of hearts. The coffin floated above our heads, carried, one
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might have said, on the wave of a blue tide, for practically all
these men were dressed as usual in their blue overalls, sandals,
and caps. Not many women had come, because of the vague
apprehension that hovered over us. The workers’ wives pressed
close to their men. The red ribbons of the wreaths clung like
glowing cinders to the bare, black hearse which bore no cross.
The black horses cut through the crowd, their tall plumes bob-
bing. We were that crowd, first a few hundred, then a few
thousand, then waves of people flooding the street. ... We who
preceded, who surrounded, who followed that solemn rig,
bathed in an c¢xtraordinary silence: the tramp of countless feet,
the murmur of voices, and, set above it all, concentrated
around that body with the holc in its brow, an oppressive expec-
tation, unexpressed, inexpressible: as if a song were held sus-
pended over all those silent lips, ready to fly up — a song or a
shout — a shout or a sob — a sob — no, no, a cry, an outburst. ...
The estuaries of the strects opened to that procession like the
future to deeds, and little by little our mass formed into a
column, set off from the passive and ill-assorted people who
watched us pass from the sidewalks, by its work clothes (punc-
tuated by an occasional soldier’s uniform) and by its air of
tension. We followed the tall black plumes through a wealthy
quarter. Our unexpressed outburst — the song on our silent lips
— carried us along more than wc carried it. There was defiance
in our step, in our looks, in the stiffening of our necks, in the
squaring of our shoulders. The opulent houses watched us par-
ade by, silent too, like faces with closed eyes. Frightened faces,
some with wide-open eyes, fixed us with dogged, fearful stares
through half-parted curtains. We turned on to the blcak high-
ways that lead out of town. Buildings became scarcer. No
more crowds — only, at long intervals, some groups of pcople at
doorsteps. Old women or little girls asked, ‘Who died?’ — sur-
prised to hear the name of an unknown man and to sce thou-
sands of men accompanying that unknown man to the
cemetery. moving forward with firm steps as if marching to
mecting the living. By that point we had forined a long column,
almost uniformly blue and grey, moving rhythmically. As we
approached, the police disappeared. The column was composed

56



mainly of young men whose heavy weapons could be seen bulg-
ing under their light clothing and at times carried openly. Their
eyes answered any persistent stare by suddenly unsheathing
hard, sullen looks. We were no longer a dead man’s com-
panions, but a group of shock troops on the march with tense
souls and ready hands.

Dario, who was also hiding behind curtains, watched us pass,
measuring our spirit in his mind and reflecting that Juan
Bregat’s blood (poor lad!) had at last solidified the workers’
strength. No one knew that Dario was standing at that window,
indistinguishable from all the others. No one, except Sefior Fel-
ipe Sarria (the only one who shouldn’t have known it) and who
knowing just about everything, was by now almost unablc to do
anything.

*

That afternoon had been cool; the evening was sweltering.
Heavy clouds carried by hot winds came towards the city from
the sun-baked plateaus of Castille and probably from even far-
ther off, from the African desert. The crowds on the boulevards
strolled more slowly than usual. Their bodies were damp, the
lights were glaring, the shadows opaque. And suddenly a cur-
rent began to pass from person to person, keying up the nerves
of all those pcople who, a moment before, had been walking
nonchalantly under heavy, overhanging trees. Those who were
walking up towards the heights turned around, as if hypnotized,
and descended towards the harbour. Kuman rivulets flowed
from all sides towards the dense and murmuring crowd which
had gathered suddenly near a café where huge perpendicular
letters of fire burned out: BRAZIL. A gleaming automobile,
like an extraordinary dark beetle, greenly iridescent, stopped
there; white sheets of paper were being tossed out in sprays
around it, and snapped up by hands and eyes more eagerly than
flowers during the Festival of Flowers. And when two men
appeared, standing up on the seat, erect above the dark and
moving crowd, sharply illuminated by the fiery letters
(BRAZIL), the murmur of the human tide changed into a
crackling of hands, a long ovation, then a clamorous outcry.
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The acclamation, dying off and rising up anew, was mingled
with distant rolls of thunder. Sefior Domenico y Massés greeted
the crowd with bows and more bows, from his handsome beard,
his outstrctched hands, and the smile of his gleaming teeth. He
begged for silence so that the leader of the Regionalist League,
more massive and rude, with the square face of a Flemish
squire, might speak. ... The latter’s peremptory voice snapped
like a flag in the wind.

The comrades stood out in that perfumed crowd whosc exhil-
aration they did not share. If Sefior Domenico had felt the
weight of their defiant looks on him, his triumphant smile
would certainly have faded like the light of a candle, a candle
which makes huge shadows dance in the night but which van-
ishes under the clear light of day. ... ‘Salut, L.cjeune!’ — ‘Salut?’
— ‘They say that the infantry juntas ... - ‘Yes” - ‘An in-
former was killed this morning, at San Andrés ..." -~ ‘So you’re
still going along with those jokers?” — ‘Come and drink an
orangeade.”

*

At the same time as on the previous evening, the same call on
the telephone obliged Don Felipe to put down his cigarette in
the nickel ash tray. This time a queer, hollow voice was trem-
bling at thc other end of the wire. Don Felipe was obliged to
catch it on the wing to hold it. ‘Hello, hello! Yes, of course. ...
I can’t hear you. ... What do you say? Killed? Where? At
home? Peresz Vidal? ... (‘Already!” thought Don Felipe. In
fact, the stabbing came at a convenient time. A considerable
sum of money had been saved: once Perez Vidal had been
‘uncovered’, it would have been necessary to pay his way to
Buenos Aires.) “You think you’ve becn spotted? Of course. ...
Count on me. But if you're not completely sure of it, try to wait
it out a few days. Come now, you arc probably under consider-
able emotional strain because of this unfortunate incident, ...’
The hollow voice on the other end of the line thrashed about
like a fish in a crecl: et me have =ome moncy: some
money and then the fastest train to Madrid! Wait it out? ...
The man who was speaking felt a vaguc ncrvous ache at
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the point on his chest where Perez Vidal had had his flesh
pierced by a thin, triangular blade. ‘Count on me!’ repeated
Don Felipe, but he reflected that in three or four days
the men in file No. A-2 might perhaps save him some more
money.

None the less he sighed at the thought of that big hairy devil
now doubtless stretched out on the black marble table of the
morgue. (The larynx distends the skin around their throats in a
strange manner, as if a knot had been tied underneath; their
toes, rimmed with shapeless toenails, look miserable and
tragic.) A good spy, Perez Vidal. Better than this one. . .. Not as
cowardly. He dared to write. Imprudent. Not a liar, though, nor
a scatterbrain. ... Too bad. Don Felipe turned the switch. A
white light rippled across the room. The light made him feel
better. Between the safe and the strongbox containing the secret
agents’ dossiers (‘the stoolies box’) the King’s feeble smile stood
out against its purple background reflecting the heavy gilt of the
frame. The King, all decked out, gave the impression of emerg-
ing from some place of ill-repute, his flesh emptied, his jaw
elongated by a flabby complacency. Don Felipe took a few
steps. Walking on a thick carpet always gave him a feeling of
security. A strong odour of jasmine penetrated through the
Gothic arch of the window. The thin trickle of a fountain was
hissing out there on the tiny patio. Don Felipc turned his ear to
that soft sound whose wordless melody turned the night from
black to blue and peopled the growing silence with reassuring
voices. But now the noisy shouting of a crowd, slow and power-
ful like the tide, came from the patio through the window
frame, filled the brightly lit room and broke in an inexorable
wave around thc happy King. The clamour died and built up
again, a little closer, a little louder.

Don Felipe moved back into the interior of the room. The
King seemed to be smiling into space at the thought of some
low pleasures he had just left behind the purple hangings in the
background. For the first time in his life, Don Felipe looked at
the august portrait with a kind of hatred which even he was
surprised to feel. A poor portrait. A stupid smile. (He shrugged
his shoulders. ...) ‘It is true, he does look as if he’s thinking
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dirty thoughts.’ The thunder was still rolling along the boule-
vards. Don Felipe caught himself saying out loud:

‘As for me, Your Majesty, I'm heading over the Pyrenees!’

And, as in former times back in school when, as soon as the
teacher turned his back, little Felipec would stick out his tongue
in a complicated grimace which was his greatest secret and his
most powerful weapon, now the Deputy Commissioner of the
Security Police, fifty years old, balding and overweight, stuck
out his tongue at the King.



8 Meditation on Victory

Nights. Our footsteps in the night. Our voices, those Medi-
terranean voices ringing like cymbals. ... ‘This is the land of
lotteries,” cried Eusebio. ‘Who wouldn’t play his life on the
lottery of the barricades? Double or nothing!” We were cer-
tainly ncither Germanophiles nor Alliadophiles (another term
coincd by the newspapers). But with each faraway upheaval of
the shell-torn soil on the Somme, the Artois, Champagne, or the
Meuse, we were better able to hear the foundations of the
world cracking. ‘What a great Paris Commune there will be
after the defeat!” Deserters embroidered on the stories of the
April mutinies among the immensely weary horizon-blue
armies. ‘There will be a German revolution,’ asserted others,
who seemed more daring. Germany and Austria were sub-
sisting on chemically prepared foodstuffs, the newspapers pro-
claimed daily. A French Commune, a German Commune —
after the Russian Commune — we could already make out the
red flags waving proudly through the haze of the future. They
were necessary to reason, to that vague confidence in the uni-
verse without which life becomes unthinkable to anyone with
his eyes open. And what if the circle of absurdity were not
broken? If after this war, these millions of dead, this disem-
bowelled Europe, we were to know once again the pcace of
times past with the old, multicoloured flags flying over the bone
heaps? This city, this country condemned the war from the
depths of its soul. The newspapers kept it quiet, for they all lied
(and the propaganda bureaus of the belligerents gave them new
rcasons for lying on the first of every month). but evervone said
it. We lived in expectation of a catastrophe which would be at
the same time a retribution and a renascence, a rehabilitation of
human energies and a new reason for believing in men. The
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Russian Revolution, the first sign, had revived that universal
expectation.

Couet sometimes wore a pair of heavy infantryman’s boots
which markcd him out on the streetcars as a descrter. People
would stare at him. Once someone asked him: ‘Deserter? ...
He nodded yes, out of defiance. ‘Ah, you are quite right, young
man, said a well-dressed old man, putting his arm around his
shoulder. Another smiled his approval. ... When, in order to
avoid an unnccessary conversation 1 gave the same answer
(falscly, as it happened) to the butcher while he was cutting
meat, he immediately wiped his hand clcan and held it out to
me, cordially. ... In the factories, the workers were willing to
work short weeks in order to keep management from laying off
the deserters: those fugitives who, by withdrawing their own
lives from the tempest of the Front, seemed to be defending life
itself.

And this city, this country, peaccful, vigorous, happy,
voluptuous, laid out along the edge of the brilliant bluc sea,
listened to the dulled echoes of the artillery barrages, listened to
the beating of the exhausted heart of a wounded Europe, and
lived on spilled blood — a profitable pasture! We were all work-
ing for the war. We were, in the factorics, all of us more or less
war workers. Clothes, hides, shoes, canned goods, grenades, ma-
chine parts, cverything, even fruit — the sweet-smelling Valencia
oranges — everything that our hands made, worked, manipu-
lated, embellished was drained off by the war. The faraway war
caused factories to be built in this peaceful country, and filled
them with workers who often came from the burning fields of
Andalusia, the mountains of Galicia, the barren plains of Cas-
tille. The war raised salaries. The war unloosed that fever to
live and laugh, to maul women on shabby back-room couches,
to scc the bailarinas flitting about, with their naked breasts, in
the cabarets; for after the pressure of work it was necessary, in
that constant fever of dcath and madness, ro feel yourself liv-
ing. The avidity of men in shirt sleeves turned loose by the
factorics in the cvening, miserable but muscular, without a
place to stay worth sitting under a lamp in, but with a peseta in
their pocket to buy an evening of painted pleasure — without
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confidence in the future, or rather with no other hope than that
of their simmering revolt.

Every city contains many cities. This was ours. We did not
penetrate into the others. There was the city of the calculating
businessmen who gorged themselves in the best restaurants and
who spent their nights undressing the expensive creatures whom
we glimpsed passing in limousines. Therc was the city of the
priests, the monks, the Jesuits in their monasteries surrounded
by vast gardens like fortified cities. The city of power - held in
contempt — with its decorated generals, its policemen bought
for a douro, its jailers, its informers. The city of writers, pro-
fessors, journalists — a city of paid phrases, of poisoncd words
and ideas, of lucrative alchemies. The city of spies, labyrinth of
mines and countermines, of sccret rendezvous, of multiple
treacheries like equations with several unknowns: military intel-
ligence, consulates, Herr Werner, financial dealings through
Amsterdam, Mata Hari carrying an address in her handbag
(another cquation - the exact equivalent of that last bullet, the
coup de grice, that would crash through her skull within a few
months at the foot of the stake in Vincennes).

Prowling spies somctimes crossed our paths, rcady to sirip
our power bare like the vermin who strip corpses on the
battlefields. They offered their money and they asked for
nothing in return: the last word in subtlety! The careers of secret
agents would be made or broken by the general strike, the pos-
sible ruin of the industrics working for the Entente. A whole
stinking underground mob, drooling over the limbs of a pro-
letarian giant rcady to leap forward, imagined they were mak-
ing it move at their will, like a puppet. That made us laugh.
‘What a rude awakening they’ll have, those s.0.bs, if things
work out! ...” In those citics the blood of Europe and the
labour of three hundred thousand workers had brought forth a
strange spring of wealth, spurting into a nctwork of goiden
rivalets. And we knew it. It was in the order of things! Dario
would explain: *They can no longer put up with the rule of the
bureaucrats in Madrid and the political bosuses in the provinees.
Neither their wealth nor their businesses will be safe as long
as the old court camarillas and their personnel of pious, lazy
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corrupt scribblers whose bribes start at twenty-five centimes are
in power. They are choking, and money is suffocating them.’
Dario laughed. ‘And they need us to pull their chestnuts out of
the fire. We need them to shake up the old cdifice. Afterwards,
we’ll see. ..." Yes, we'll see. We know the old story. With the
monarchists overthrown and the Jesuits in flight, three to six
months later, the republics establish order by machine-gunning
the workers. An old tradition. Whoever lives will see. We won’t
always be the weaker. With what is brewing on the other side of
the Pyrenecs. ... "'We'll twist the neck of tradition. right?” -
‘We're the power, the only power.” — ‘In 73 Alcoy and Car-
tagena held out for months. We have our Communes, which
will bc remembered. Wait a bit. Hombre! this will be something
beautiful!’

It is already something beautiful to be carrying that victory
within us. I have doubts, but it is becausc I am a newcomer in
this city: I cannot, as you do, Dario, feel the strength of this
people mounting in my very veins. In spite of myself, I often see
you with the sceptical eyes of a foreigner: and I see your inex-
perience, your embryonic organization, your boldly delineated
ideas, shedding great light here and there, but incapable of or-
ganizing themselves, of becoming precise, disciplined, im-
placable and self-critical in order to transform the world. ...
Only a few thousand union members among three hundred
thousand proletarians. Tiny unions that are in reality more or
less Anarchist discussion groups. Doctrines that border on
dreams, burning dreams ready to become acts because men of
energy live by them (and because at bottom they are no more
than simple truths raised to the level of myths by minds too
richly primitive to opcrate on theories). It is true that at the call
of a union of about a hundred comrades, thousands, perhaps
tens of thousands of workers would be there, in the strect, at
our side. It is true that, for more than ten years, the government
has not succeeded in building a new prison in this city. The boys
in the building trades don't go in for that kind of work. When
the government tried to bring in workers from the provinees it
only took a few explanations and a few bloody noses to incul-
cate the feeling of proletarian duty in them.
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Dario, T don’t know whether we will win. I don’t know if we
will do any better than they did at Cartagena or Alcoy. It is
perfectly possible, Dario, that we will all be shot at the end of
this business. I am uncertain of today and T am uncertain of
ourselves. Only yesterday you were carrying loads in the har-
bour yourself. Bent under your burden, your elastic step carried
you over the rickety planks laid out from the quai to the load-
ing deck of a freighter. The dark oily waters sent you back the
reflected image of a giant slave, hideous from the front, your
face cncrusted with bitter grime, bowed under an Atlas’ bur-
den. Your dripping body was ablaze in a flash of sunlight. I,
myself, was wearing chains. A literary expression, Dario, for
only numbers are worn nowadays, but they are just as heavy to
bear. Our old Ribas from the Committce was selling detachable
collars in Valencia. Portez spent his time grinding up stones in
mechanical moulds or drilling holes in steel cog-wheels. Miro,
with his feline agility and rippling muscles, what was he doing?
Oiling machines in a cellar in Gracia. The truth is that we are
slaves. Will we take this city? Just look at it, this splendid city,
look at these lights, these flames, listen to these magnificent
noises — automobiles, streetcars, music, voices, bird songs, and
footsteps, footsteps and the indiscernible rustle of silks and
satins - to take this city with these hands, our hands, is it pos-
sible?

You would certainly laugh, Dario, if I spoke to you aloud
like this. I would read in your crafty eye an ironical thought
which you would not voice. You distrust intellectuals, es-
pecially those who have tasted the poisons of Paris. And you
are right to do so. You would say, opening your broad hairy-
backed hands, so fraternal and steady: ‘As for me, I feel able to
take everything. Everything.” Thus we feel we are immortal '
until the moment when we no longer feel anything. And life
goes on after our little droplet has returned to the ocean. Here
my confidence meets yours. Tomorrow is full of greatness. We
will not have brought this victory to ripeness in vain. This city
will be taken, if not by our hands, at least by others like ours,
but stronger. Stronger perhaps for having been better hardened,
thanks to our very weakness. If we are beaten, other men,
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infinitely different from us, infinitely like us, will walk, on a
similar evening, in ten years, in twenty years (how long is really
without importance) down this rambla, meditating on the same
victory. Perhaps they will think about our blood. Even now 1
think I see them and 1 am thinking about their blood, which
will flow too. But they will take the city.

‘The citadel,” said Dario. ... ‘Wc¢ will take the citadel from
within.’



9 The Killer

It happened that an apparently trifling event crossed our path
and stirred up the human tide of the city in a very diffcrent
manner. Fervent multitudes stood night and day in the boule-
vard in front of the windows of the hotel where Benito was
staying. His appearances on the balcony were greeted with joy-
ful ovations. His automobile was constantly blocked by a densc
crowd that threw flowers and would have torn his clothes to
picces cach time had he not been protected by some husky
sports whose friendly shoves were like punches. ‘Benito, O/é!
Olér’ Waves of shouting pursued the retreating red automobile
from which a sharp, swarthy profile with a hawk nose and large
white teeth was smiling beneath a broad felt hat, looking for all
the world like an Indian warrior in a detachable collar. A
precious Sunday was lost because Benito had to kill his bull that
day. The thin sword in the hand of this ex-cowherd from An-
dalusia seemed to bec parrying the death blow aimed at the
monarchy. Everything was {orgotten; only the matador existed.
‘He kills like an angel,” wrote the newspapers. ‘Let’s go watch
Benito!’ cried Eusebio, ‘we’ll fight better afterwards!” When
Benito entered the ring a hushed whisper went through the
stands. Ten thousand pairs of eyes were riveted to this athlete in
silk stockings — narrow in the hips, broad through the shoulders
in his gold-embroidered maroon jerkin — as he saluted the other
city with his sword: the capitdn general, a fat old man with a
chestful of ribbons: the governor (white sideburns, black
paunch); the important citizens in their loge draped with gar-
net-coloured velvet; the ladies, lecaning out over floating, ara-
besque-covered tapestrics resembling fantastic flowers from a
distance, black lace mantillas over tall hairdos, the ivory of
faces and bare arms, the play of fans. The bravos and the shrill
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applause came across to us from the enemy city which occupied
the shady side of the arena. Next, more discreetly, with a slight
bowing of his hcad and his sword, Benito greeted the people,
the masses of ardent faces on which the sun was burning
harshly. ‘Olé! Olé! Olé!’ Benito met this tumultuous outcry with
a starry smile.

The bull charged, his gallop heavy and emphatic (but muffled
like the beating of some great hcart) towards this flamboyant
man, admired by the multitude, on whom the living light of ten
thousand pairs of ¢yes and the ill-contained passion of ten thou-
sand men were concentrated, surrounding him with a sort of
magnetic field in the sudden silence. The beast was a thorough-
bred with such a powetful head that his legs seemed short by
comparison. The yellow, green and orange banderillas stuck
into his neck lay flat over his back; his flanks were striped with
thin streams of red. Dazzled and furious, made drunk by the
noise, the sun, the colours, the warm blood, the beast had
. struggled alone, for ten eternal minutes, against glittering shad-
ows. Every time he thought he had finally caught one of those
agile phantoms on the end of his horn, his huge and baffled fury
ended up in the tantalizing folds of a flashing cape. Blazing
colours such as are never seen in the sierras or on the plains of
Andalusia, or even in blood itself — the purples burning like
black flames, the reds redder than blood, the blinding blues, the
emecrald greens at once liquid and hard - appeared like light-
ning flashes; and the man, the gilded shadow, appeared again
farther off, clusive, The animal was gathering speed again, his
muzzle flecked with foam, his back steaming — in his glassy,
bloodshot eye there was a glow of intelligence, a tiny flame at
the bottom of a well, struggling against bewilderment and rage
in order to take aim at the new cnemy who secmed to be wait-
ing, without a cape, a huge grotesque insect with gilded wings.
The banderillero twists his body deftly, cscaping the black horn
which would have torn his innards had his muscles slipped five
or ten centimetres. e straightens up again, elegantly, on the toes
of his dancing slippers, having planted another dart — carry-
ing the royal colours — painful arrow of fire in the brute’s neck.
The beast turns and thrashes about on the golden sand in the
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middle of a circle like a living crater, tormented by man, mul-
tiple and false, agile, winged with purple, with blue, with mot-
ley laughter, man dancing around him in a cleverly cruel game.
The beast turns about and the city turns around him, savage,
with ten thousand fixed stares, all alike: those of the ragged
beggars, the sweating proletarians, the well-dressed gentlemen,
the charming sefioras; of the elegant dandies, the officers in stiff
corsets, the heavy businessmen, the overweight doctors; alike
on the shady side and the sunny side — perfumes and per-
spiration, grecat furies simmering under momentary forget-
fulness and carelessness with pretty white teeth, soft sensual
looks, leaders whose calculations are as precise as the mechan-
ism of machine guns — all turns around under the implacable
umbrella of a blue marble sky, around the maddened bull who
wants to kill and who will be killed.

‘Eusebio?’

‘What?’

Heads, bodies, hands are growing alil around us like tropical
vegetation; a powerful odour of warm and vibrant flesh — the
smell of masses of men and of sunlight — makes our nostrils
throb. I also breathe in the acid smell of the oranges being eaten
greedily by a young girl of whom [ can see only a head of
luxurious black hair (giving off a vague aroma of almonds) and
the sunburned line of a neck which makes me think, for a
fraction of a second, of enormous flower stems, of the thrust of
tall palm trees, then of the whole outline of a sunburned body,
terribly thin, hard and hot.

‘What will happen tomorrow, Eusebio?’

That square Roman legionary’s brow, damp now, those pu-
pils enlarged like cats’ in the darkness, their flood of reflections,
that grimace of a smile with looks sculpted into rough old wood
by a barbarian hand: Eusebio, hardly glanced at me in reply.

For below in the pit the bull brandishes a horse and a man at
the end of his wide horns, a gutted horse and a terrified man. A
pinkish foam rings the horse’s nostrils. We can hear his panting
breath and it is horrible that he cansor cry out, that there is
nothing but this breathing. The bull Jashes his warm entrails,
brandishing the picador — a misplaced puppet with eyes search-
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ing wildly for a place to fall — three yards above the ground. ...
Man and beast thrown down, greenish steaming intestines un-
wound like snakes on the sand — now cverything is crumbling.
Ah! you hold him at last, bull, your encmy; you conguer, you
drive on, you live.

RBut no! The lurc of a purple capc leads you on already, a
victorious beast being toyed with, towards the killer.

(What fog is this blurring your eyes, Lolita. in their deep
orbits? Thus a snowflake melts, all at once, in one’s hand. That
snow, your look, I.olita.)

Benito moves into the centre of the ring with measured step.
Eusebio’s arm grips my shoulder, hard and knotty like an old
vine. ‘Look! Look! The killer and thc beast observe each
other. Benito, in the face of that driving violence gathering
speed with each bound, presents the calmest restraint, a few
tight movements, a simple twist of the torso, which the red
horns seem to graze, the leap of a dancer, motionless a moment
later on his high heels; and his fingers gracefully touch the tip of
the horn. Thus his skill mocks that huge black power. ... At
last he presents himself to the danger, calm, powerful, cruel, the
short brilliance of steel in his hand, his shrewd eye seeking out
the vital point where the precisc sword must strike. Man and
beast turn slowly around cach other - aiming, aimed at, clear-
headed, maddened, coupled by the necessity of combat.
Around them silence reigns. Expectation. T see Lolita hunched
over from her hecls to her narrow brows, her lips pressed
together like a scar — and 1 seem to feel the being who is there
within her, under that appearance of carnal immobility, like a
bent bow whose string alrcady quivers imperceptibly on the
verge of shooting its arrow into the clouds, yes, into that abyss
where vision fails.

A double climax, rapid to thc point of imperceptibility,
below; it takes a long fraction of a second for us to grasp that
the sword has glittered, thrust by the killer with an almost recti-
linear movement of his arm, at the precise moment — one
thousandth of a sccond before the beast would have completed
his final, deadly charge. The bull collapses with all his weight.
His mouth is dripping bloody foam.
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‘olé! olér

The city is on its feet. The whole city. Ten thousand heads are
lifted in joyful, riotous clamour, mingled with whistles, guttural
cries and the rumble of stamping fect. Countless hands emerge
over this human ocean, handkerchiefs waving like flowers of
foam. Ol¢! Olé! The tide is mad, the whole city is shouting for
joy, and the triumph carries everything along with it. — Tri-
uraph of man over beast, triumph of the beast over man? —
Benito raises a proud forchead towards the reviewing stand, his
short red cape over his arm, his thin, shining sword (a dress
sword, scfiora) in his hand, saluting the ladies while treading on
flowers. ... They throw everything at him, even jewels,
watches, parasols. They yearn to throw down their half-parted
lips, their half-closed eyes, and other eycs, as widc as the hor-
izon, open hands that would fall like chrysanthemums, pearly
breasts and even the warm sccret treasures hidden in the sacred
folds of their flesh. And that is the only thing of which he is
aware in this moment: what marvellous booty.

‘T'omorrow!” Euscbio shouts in my ear.

All doubts are swept away by this breath of conquering joy.
Over the hcads of the crowd, over the head of the victor, Eu-
sebio’s cyes scek out, in the governor’s loge, the heads that will
have to be removed. (I can’t hear what he is shouting at them,
his clenched fist outstretched. His voice is lost in the torrent.)
Those smiling faces contcmplate at length the pit in which we
are a boiling lava. “l'omorrow will bring us other feasts. ...
His Excellency the capitdn general is perhaps dreaming that a
well-placed row of machine guns is — against the huge, ten-
thousand-headed wild beast that we are — a weapon as sure as
the matador’s sword. Everything is in the precision of the aim.
1f this damned little Andalusian cowherd (to think that only
threc years ago he was looking after cows in the Sicrra de
Yeguas!) had made a half-inch error in the marvellous intuitive
calculation of his sword point, he would probably have been
killed, certainly vanquished. Choose the right time, and strike
home.

It was Eusebio who thought out loud:

‘Choose the right time, and strike home.’
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We leave. Lolita draws her shawl over her shivering shoul-
ders. The inner bow has relaxed, the arrow has been shot. A
great emptiness remains. ‘At times I'm scared,” she says.



10 Flood Tide

Nothing unusual has happened, but the event is there, grand-
jose, on the verge of bursting forth. In such a manner do heavy
clouds gather imperceptibly over a calm summer landscape; a
gust of wind will carry them in a few instants from the blue
horizon to these orchards, these prairies, these peaceful lands
where children are returning from school towards white houses.
A tragic shadow is extending over this corner of earth. Every
living thing feels the approach of the hurricane; the heavy calm
that precedes the first black rumblings will already be full of the
storm.

Patrols had made their appearance in the streets on the pre-
vious day, towards evening. Their paths crossed with ours. And
the animation which had been until then indefinable and un-
easy, bore the strong stamp of their passing. The guardia civils
went forth on horseback, in rectangular formations, black on
black horses, shoulders square under their black capes, tower-
ing over the crowd with their tricornered hats and their stiff
heads, as impassible as painted wooden figures. Their vigilant
eyes searched into the corners of alleys, into dark doorways,
into tightly pressed groups, into anything that might hide deadly
aggression, bullet or bomb, the sudden great stride of death
over frightened heads towards the tense horsemen riding
towards their fate. Theirs, ours! Our patrols moved otherwise,
opening the streets with the firm steps of a dozen resolute
workers, moving through the crowds along the boulcvards
without disappearing within them: caps, overalls, Brownings,
hard faces, glances smouldering with fire. Here theycome! In the
heavy sifence the men turn in on themselves: you had to turn
the threat you fclt outwards; to thrcaten others. ‘We belong to
the race of those who have always been crushed by authority,
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don’t we, Joaquin? It's hard for us to believe that we are the
stronger.” — ‘Shut up. ... What swine they are! How I'd love to
take a good shot at them! You know, thosc vultures arc cow-
ards, you'd see them take off. ... Thin, cut in sharp angular
lines, Joaquin the weaver (twenty-seven-years old, tubercular, six
months of preventive prison, two children, three pesctas a day)
has his mouth twisted in an expression of hatred; the contours
of his cheekbones sharpen; the scar at the basec of his nose
reddens. The blood mounts to his face. The other patrol notices
us. What is time? An instant, an infinitesimal fraction of time
passes in which, here and over there, hearts beat a little faster,
various actions are planned, coordinated, sketched out and put
aside inside these heads, the heads on one side straight by obedi-
ence, that iron bar on the mind, those on the other held high by
rebellion, that flame. The governor’s order posted this morning:
‘Suspicious groups will be searched on the spot and individuals
discovered with arms on their persons will be placed under
arrest.” ‘Go ahead and try it! Come on!’ Passers-by, strangely
uneasy, feel the looks of defiance being exchanged over their
heads. The two patrols graze cach other. A swarthy sergeant,
his three-cornered hat low on his forehead, opens the way. His
horse steps elegantly, as if on parade, in a clatter of iron on the
pavement. ‘So you've read the governor’s order? Huh, cunuch?’
Joaquin grumbles between clenched teeth, ‘Come and search us
then!” The Committce’s order: Under no circumstances allow
yourselves to be disarmed. (Yesterday some of the boys had let
themselves be searched by the police, who had good-naturedly,
frisked their pockets at street corners, found their weapons im-
mediately, and said softly to the humiliated men: ‘Beat it.”) But
now they pass on. They are afraid! Afraid! In a single pulsc the
blood climbs from heart to brow, unfurling between the tem-
ples in joyful scarlet banners; proud smiles tremble on lips:
‘Did you sce those yellow bastards? You could have knocked
them over with a feather.” They move away like huge wooden
soldicrs. uscless scarccrows. So it really is true, true that we are
the power. Joy glows red.
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This morning the police came to seize the Committee’s news-
sheet, Solidaridad Obrera (Workers® Solidarity) at the print
shop. Some courteous officers took away one hundred and fifty
copies, left there for them out of a kind of politeness. The
forbidden sheet is now being distributed in the streets. The fac-
tories got it as carly as noon. The white shects carrying the
appeal are seen in peoples’ hands by passing patrols. The
indifferent guardia civils circle about quietly under the trees.
Tcams go about posting the shects on walls. People gather.
WORKERS! - PROGRAMME OF THE WORKERS COMMITTEE.
—We demand: Ist —2nd - 3rd . ..

An elderly gentleman rcads these things with astonishment;
reads them again without comprehending, stares at his neigh-
bours with an anxious eye. ‘Organ of the National Con-
federation of Labour ... — ‘A republican government and
guarantces of workers’ rights ..." "These words are grotesque.
The King? The Sciior Governor? The old gentleman has the
impression of a sort of earthquake. I's he dreaming? The street
is as always. Politcly, he asks his neighbour on the left, a
respectable, well-dressed man: ‘What is happening, sefior?
Pleasc be so kind as to explain it to me for ... For his voice is
trembling. His outdated politeness exhumes thirty years of exist-
ence marinated in an old country manor in the provinces. The
well-dressed neighbour answers sedately: “The Asscmbly of
Parliamentarians, tomorrow, you understand?’ No, he doesn’t
understand. ‘A ithousand thanks, sefior. But my dear sciior, and
the King, the King?” A dreadful voice explodes at that instant:
“The King, you old fool, can shove it up his ass!’ — Laughter
breaks out, and everyone, even the well-dressed neighbour, fifty
years old, an cstimable man, of good sensc morcover, is laugh-
ing too. The old gentleman, astoundcd, collapses, without even
feeling the affront, finding these things all so extraordinary, and
moves away from the gathering, gesticulating to himself. Not
until then do people notice that he is wearing a coat of long-
outmoded cut, shiny at the neck, and a faded grey fclt hat, and
that he walks as if hopping along, leaning on a cane with a
carved silver handle. — ‘Old bug! Sparrow hcad!’ taunts an
urchin nonsensically.
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Someone has entered the gathering and calmly torn up the
poster. Altercation. The tumult, at first imprecise, seems to con-
centrate around the imaginary points of intersection of three
human forms, by turns separated and brought togcther by
words and gestures like projectiles. A tall young man, elegantly
dressed, disentangles himself from the surrounding group,
shrugging his shoulders. His silence is emphasized by an cx-
pression of disdain. He stops at the edge of the sidewalk, turn-
ing his back on those who challenge him. One must remain
calm; calm at any price. This abominable rabble doesn’t cven
deserve a word or a blow. Nothing but pure scorn, even to the
exclusion of anger, and the firmness of steel, like St George’s
sword striking down the dragon. ... From the depth of his
memory, at a distance of ten years, this image comes to the
surface like an astonishing anemone: a blond, frank-eyed, St
George victorious over the hideous and terrible beast. “The
strength of the saint is in his faith, my child,” Father Xavier
used to say in those days (that lock of white hair over his
temple, that otherworldly voice, low — a whisper — and pen-
etrating . ..) ‘not in the armour, the lance and the sword, which
are nothing without faith.’ The quivering of his lips has sub-
sided. ‘What clarity in his soul! Strength and faith. Light. A
smile is about to come to his lips. — ‘Soli! Solidaridad Obrera!’
cries the shrill voice of an apprentice. The young man takes the
copy offered him and, without unfolding it, calmly tears it in
four pieces. The white scraps fall at his feet in the gutter....‘A
pretty girl’ — or so he tries to think with carefree ease as he
watches a heavily made-up girl crossing the street towards him
— bold glance, swinging hips. He often likes to look at such
creatures but avoids their mysteriously impure, secretly tempt-
ing contact. He is about to turn away his eyes when, firmly
planted in front of him as if she were saying to him: ‘Want to
come with me?’ she gives him two hard slaps, echoed by bursts
of laughter, and walks away. Twenty steps away, two purely
decorative policemen turn their backs on the incident: you can
sce their fat fingers moving slowly in white gloves. The one who
has been slapped, like a wronged child, can feel the tears, un-
doing his rash scorn for ‘that rabble’, and putting out his frail
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inner light, sees, out of the corner of his eye, the approach of a
shabbily dressed tough swinging a pair of fists like meat axes,
The street snickers, turns on its axis, and fades away. The sky,
washing away cverything, suddenly spreads out its immense
white coolness. Salt tastc of blood in his mouth. Nothingness.

*

The operator of the shoeshine stand on the corner of the calle
Mercader watches the patrols pass by with his one eye; and the
brushes go back and forth undcr his agile hands, making the
thick Fnglish leather glow. Sanche el Tuerto, (‘One-eye’)
usually sces men only from the knecs down. He can classify feet
at a glance; at a distance of fifteen paces he is able to predict
which pair of stylish shoes will stop in front of him while a
ringing voice from above says: ‘Make it quick, boy! Certain
shoes, of indefinite shape, pursued by a mournful fate, never
stop; others, disgusting to shine, cracked, worn out, still resist,
still ask to be shined — ‘as if you were a big shot, eh fuss-budget!
I’ll bet you did without lunch today, Sefior Bare-backside.” One-
eye doesn’t like poor customers; he cven saves for them a par-
ticular inferior wax that gnaws the leather. ‘When your toes
come through, you won’t be so fussy; instead of having your
clodhoppers shined, you’ll be shining ’em like me, you'll see!
Do I make a fuss?’ He has respect for rope-soled sandals, stylish
pumps, and bare feet, covered with a good layer of hardened
dirt that protects as well as sucde leather, Having finished shin-
ing a pair of yellow shoes, without secing the man - probably a
sailor, for the shoe is foreign, well cared-for, new, but not fresh
— and put away his brushes, One-eye picks up Soli. He rarely
reads, and when he docs he puts the words together with
difficulty after dividing them into syllables. (‘I could read better
when 1 had both eyes.’) Does he understand, this time, what he
is reading? A sort of smile twists his mouth. He wouldn’t be
able to repeat or to cxplain what he is reading, but a great
contentment flows into the marrow of his bones.

A rich French shoe has come teo rest on the stand in front
of him. ‘Hey!’ says the customer, tapping his foot nervously.
One-eye breaks off spelling out a long sentence with a distant
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meaning (... equal rights for forcign workers ...” He is from
the province of Murcia, but what, cxactly, are ‘rights’?), notices
the edge of a blue silk stocking, a very expensive shoe, and
grumbles, without raising his head:

‘No time.

The customer would have thought he hadn’t heard corrcctly
if it hadn’t becn so clear. He goes away with the understanding
that something is happening in the world. This ‘No time’ of
One-eye's worries and cnlightens him immcasurably more
than the two events of the previous night, spread all over the
ncwspapers: the torpedoing of a Brazilian steamer, sunk with
all hands, by a German U-boat off the Azores, and the bom-
bardment of London by Zeppelins — sixty casualties.

One-cye finishes reading, jumbling the lines together, going
back to the samc ones as many as thrce times, skipping others.
‘The magic words, whirling around in his brain, bring with them
a strange warmth — like a goblet of wine or sunlight — mingled
joy and strength flow through his limbs. Ah, Madre de Dios!
One-cye, looking up, sees people, discovers the whole street, the
city, the black three-cornered hats bobbing above the sea of
heads. Two little girls pass by arm in arm, talking excitedly;
black tresses falling all the way to their waists; adorable, well-
formed legs.

Now One-eye placards his copy of Soli on the wall with care.
This improvised poster covers up another, a grey one faded by
the rains, on which you can still read in large official lettering:
SUSPENSION OF CONSTITUTIONAL GUARANTEES. We by
the Grace of God .. .-"The next line cries out: WWORKERS "' ..,
But what is this empty space forming around Sanche? No one
on the right, no one on the left. Farther on, the two little girls
have turned around, all white. HHorses’ nostrils breathc a warm
dampness down his neck. Suddenly he sees the black capes, the
tall tricornes, and an olive face, bearded and grimacing, a bare
sabre circling above him. He feels terribly alone, choked by
wild anger, like that faraway time when, as a sixteen-year-old
farm boy, his mastcer threw him out, biinded in one eye, for a
theft he hadn’t committed: it had been necessary to put out his
eye to make him bow before the injustice; as on that other time
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when his wife ran off with a policeman. The sabre scrapes off
the magic words. The strect snickers, turns on its axis, and fades
away, knocked about from all sides by giant horsemen making
frantic gestures on their recaring mounts.

The sky, washing away everything, suddenly spreads out its
immense white coolness. Salt tastc of blood in his mouth.
Nothingness.



11 Ebb Tide

The 19th. Today. Four o’clock. A surprising calm prevails over
the uproar, The heedless mutiny is dying out slowly in the back
strcets. What is it then? Brawls are joined and unjoined like
human knots at the points where the lines of the soldiers and the
waves of the crowd interscct. 1 ran into Eusebio, caim and
tense, in an excited group. Eyes wide open, hands in his pockets,
seemingly motionless in the middle of a sort of senseless circus,
Eusebio let out a guttural laugh: ‘It’s all over, over, ha! ha!’
Some running men cut us off. They werc carrying someone: we
might have said something. A squad of cavalry charged by in a
whirlwind and vanished around a street corner where gilded
letters danced out: CERVECERIA LoPEZ H1J0S. The moment
was broken into two strangely juxtapositioned blocks: one of
silence, here, in the sudden emptiness — the other of shouting
and clashing, over there, behind the closed blinds of the Cer-
veceria,

*

The guardia civil, in closing off the boulevard, pushed us slowly
backwards. We were casily five or six times as numerous as that
double line of spaced-out mannequins marching on us with
lowered rifles and stiff, hardwood heads coifed with great black
tricornes. Every step they took towards us was pushed on by
fear, opening an enticing void before them. Between us and
them there remained a moving space of about ten yards where
some exasperated, clumsy fool was always hanging back, ges-
ticulating absurdly.

A young man planted himself there, poised like a statue, a
package wrapped in newspaper at the end of his arm. The two
lines, theirs and ours, wavered without moving; then the void
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grew larger around the man who had appeared. He cried
out:

‘Gang of cowards! Dogs of the King!’

As fear lowered the rifles towards his chest, he raised up a
round object wrapped in an illustrated page of the A.B.C. We
crossed the intervening distance — springboard for death’s leap —
just in time, and dragged him off. His heart was beating so hard
that his throbbing rhythm could be felt just by holding his arm.
His muscles were hard with anger.

* .

Flanked by a cavalry charge preccded by a band of fleeing men
rolling the breath of panic before them, our group breaks up
instantaneously, in the manner of unexpected events. A handful
of us — men, women, a child, an agitated pregnant mother — are
forced back into the blue-and-white stairway of a small hotel. A
rifle under a tricorne cuts us off from the street. Trapped. The
hands of the guardia civil are trembling — fear or fury. His
eyes, black marbles, staring, search us out; and accompanying
them, a third black spot, steadier, empty but with an incredibly
deep darkness: the muzzle of the rifle. Whom to shoot, Virgin
or Scgovia? He makes his choice.

First movement: pull your head into your shoulders, pull in
your shoulders, shrink up, flatten out, crouch down behind the
people in front — your comrades, your brothers — make a shield
of them, for you've got the good spot, way in the back, one of
the last ...

Second movement: Ah no you don'’t, you filthy beast. A little
dignity! Hold up your head, your body, stand up all the way,
slowly, above the bent backs while fear turns into defiance, and
cry out with your eyes to that swine: Shoot, go ahead and shoot,
you murdcrous bastard — long live the revolution!

The explosion tears through the silence like the gale ripping a
sail at sea — and throws us forward on to that murderous
mannequin animated by a new panic fury. Bewildered flights
and cores of resistance collide everywhere in the street. Some of
the boys turn over a kiosk. Farther on a cart is burning under a
column of black smoke. A tearful woman’s voice is crying,
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‘Angel, Angel.” An unhorsed guardia civil runs after his mount,
hobbling. The even line of mannequins with tricornes re-
appears, inexorable . ..

We break out, all at once, into the Plaza Real as into an oasis
of silence and peace. The grey arcades that surround the square
are filled with a peaceful half-light. The warm shade of heavy
palm trees, the benches dear to lovers in the evening and to
vagabonds at night; squatting Gypsies are waiting for our storm
to pass in that refuge. Joaquin holds us back with an imperious
gesture that makes us all smile, for at that moment we realize
that he bas only one slceve left on his coat. As we emerge from
the riot, we sec two heads, close together, in the shadow of a
pillar: of the man, the back of the neck and shoulders; of the
woman, the face, upturned, eyes closed, radiating happiness,
covered by his kisses. . . . We check our steps, we hold back our
voices. Our footsteps leave a red trail behind us on the flag-
stonces.

*

The closcst meeting room of the Committee was in a little café
near the cathedral. A few old women were coming down from
the porch; you could feel the calm weighing on the city. An
ordinary street — and even the song of a guitar:

‘... Monde, monde, vastc mondc . ..’

Five o'clock. Only an hour has passed since we began to
understand that today is a defeat. In the back room of the café¢,
Ribas is presiding as usual, without looking at anyonc. His face,
haloed by white hair, emanates serenity tinged with sadness.
Dario seems crushed under the lash of Portez’ sarcasm . ..

‘Misled by the apostles of coalition with the bourgeoisie, yes.
Betrayed, no. You had to be naive, like some people, to think
that they would really go along ..

Under the crushing blow of defeat Dario had turned inward
in meditation. Visual images troubled his train of thought:
black automobiles carrying off irresolute parliamentarians
through the police lines in front of the city hall: Sefior Dom-
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enico bursting into the little notarial study hung in pearl-grey
silk where Dario is waiting for him; shaking both his hands,
rcassuring, exalted, feverish: ‘Dear friend, you must un-
derstand. We have to make use of all the political possibilities.
We are gaining two wecks of preparation, dear friend. Please
tell that to the Committee. We will never retreat, never, never.
You do understand. dear friend? Never!” — holding up his hand
as if swearing an oath. Dario, overcome by a brutal desire to
laugh, had replied in a hollow voice, ‘Too bad for you if we
have to fight alone.’

Now the allusion to ‘some people who are too naive’ fell on
him like a whiplash; he made a disdainful face and threw his
own barb out into the void, aiming at ‘the worst danger at this
moment, the terroristic hysteria of those who take a setback for
a defeat. a diversion for a catastrophe. hesitations for a betrayal
... that statc of mind which the back rooms of certain espion-
age bureaux are perhaps trying to foster ...

‘Nothing is lost,” said Ribas softly. "We can only be defcated
today by discord. I'm moving on to the second point on the
agenda.’

#

Around midnight, in a street which the moonlight divided into
vast shadowy patches, half-blue, half-black, Jos¢ Miro, who
was wandering about, a cigarctte in his lips, meets Lcjeune,
taciturn, his eyes lowered. They shake hands distractedly.
‘What’s the ncws?” A hard smile lights up Miro’s sharp features.
He puts his arm affectionately around the shoulder of his com-
panion: ‘You look out of sorts, old man, what’s happened to
you?’

They walk along for a moment without speaking. The
shadow of an octagonal tower envclops them. ‘Maud has left
me,” Lejeune says finally, and his low voice reveals a great de-
feat.

(Maud: a nervous tomboy’s worn-out body, an ageless.
Gothic protdile, brown curls, sudden catlike movements, faded
grey eyes under lowered lids, mouth faded at the fold of the
lips, but such a mobile face, such lively cyes, full of questioning
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mingled with worry, laughter, deceit, greed, sadness and God
knows what else . . . Maud: her narrow hips — Maud.

This grey-haired man was holding back the desire to cry like
a baby. He had been walking for hours, an extinguished cigar
between his fingers; repeating her name under his breath:
Maud; having but one idea, which at times was only a word, in
his devastated brain — ‘left me’ — in his eyes only her Gothic
profile, her grey eyes, her narrow hips, Maud.)

‘You understand,’ he says, ‘the “other man” is Paris. ... But
you couldn’t understand. You're too young.’

‘Only a woman,’ thinks Miro, who also has been walking for
hours that evening, overcome by a feeling of terrible pain, a
savage sorrow repressed by a feeling of powerful joy: con-
suming one cigarette after another, saddened to the point of
tears one minute, humming along the next: filling the deserted
streets with the sound of his springy step . ..

‘Angel is dead,” he answered abruptly. ‘You know, little
Angel of the machinists’. A bullet in his stomach. It took him
two hours to die, from five to seven. We had three dead.’

‘Yes, three dead,” Lejeune repeats mechanically. (Maud has
left, left, left, left.)

‘They had at least one that T know of,” continues Miro, his
eyes shining. ‘Angel never regained consciousness. I was at the
hospital, at his bedside. His dying gasps drove into my head like
nails. My head was full of burning nails when I walked out of
there. I left ..’

(...left)

‘... without knowing where I was going. At nine o’clock,
imagine, with that headache, that gasp, those nails in my head, I
leaned against a wall exhausted. I heard someone shouting at
me: “Move on.” 1 roused myself: I was standing in front of the
guardia civil barracks. The sentry was watching me: all I could
see of him was a black shape. [ went over to him, I said: “Do
you know Angel? He was a little Andalusian with a beard.” He
thought T was drunk and repeated: “Move on.” I fired through
the pocket of my jackcet: it's burned, look, in three places. He
didn’t fall right away; he stuck to the wall, then he slid along the
wall sighing. I leaned over him, his eyes were still alive. I saw
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them glowing, the sky was reflected in them. I said to him:
“Angel, you killed him....” They must have fired at least
twenty rifle shots from all sides into the night. I walked calmly
away, my head as cool as if I had rinsed my brain in ice water.
But you couldn’t understand, no, you couldn’t understand how
good I feel this evening . ..



12 The End of a Day

Ribas paces, caged, in a cell of the Model Prison. Dario and
Portez are in hiding, Lejeune and Miro spend their days
together, in a small boat off the coast, taking turns rowing, then
resting while the gentle waves rock them. Lejeune smokes,
dressed in a white piqué shirt. José, naked to the waist, hard and
burned like a Malayan, sings at the top of his voice; sometimes
revolutionary songs:

Pour leurs entrailles, 6 grain de ble!

O grain de blé, fais-toi mitraille!

(For their entrails, o kernel of wheat!

O kernel of wheat, turn yourself into grapeshot!)

or ballads:

Ta candeur de visage

Ton coeur de gitane . . .
(The frankness of your face,
Your gypsy’s heart . ..)

The blue- waters mirror a pure sky in their shimmering silk
folds. Invisible strings tremble on the burning air like the flight
of bee swarms. The light hums. In the distance are white sails.
Flights of seagulls describe curves of whiteness which fade like
a light caress in the crystal blue air. The rocks of Montjuich are
tinted with amber.

In the evening José speaks at meetings of metalworkers, con-
struction workers, and men from the Canadiense works. Le-
jeunc, on a back street where the rare passers-by avoid each
other’s glances, raises the knocker of a door with a barred
peep-hole. An extremely old woman with grey lips leads him
into the purple darkness of a corridor where the sound of feet is
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smothered by carpets. Three naked women lie on animal skins
in a long, low room, waiting for the call of a stranger’s lust;
rcading over and over, in cards reeking of cosmetics, the tired
mysterics of the Jack of Hearts and the letter that will come
from across the sea (but a dark-haired woman is on his path.
...) — Inés, Viorica, Dolores. One has a child - Marquita, who
is growing up in a garden in Granada; another a lover — Evelio,
who is in prison; the third has the clap, grey eyes with long ashy
lashes, no eyebrows, a bony face as pale as alabaster which
looks like the face of a dead woman when she closes her eyes,
lips as red as a fresh wound. ‘Play dead!’ the men say to her
sometimes, and her head, thrown back on the black silk
cushion, seems frozen; her eyelids narrow over the bluish
globes of her eyes, and her breathless half-open mouth reveals
the cold whiteness of her teeth, in a dcfenceless grin. Some
gilded switches are standing in the corner, on a little black
Moorish table with white filigree.

At the hour when Lejeune enters there, three other women,
at the other end of the city, are getting ready to go to the Sans
cemetery. Erect in her old widow’s clothing, the mother, already
joining her fleshless fingers in prayer, goes to the kitchen door
and says, ‘It's time, Concepcion.’ - ‘Yes, Mother, gently
answers Concepcion, whose soft face — still the face of a child -
has just aged all at once, under the corrosive blast of an in-
visible furnace. Concepcion throws a black shawl over her slop-
ing shoulders; she takes Teresita by the hand, Teresita who is
ten years old and carries flowers. They move in silence, hurried,
black; the mother, the wife, the sister — she whose life is fin-
ished, she whose life is broken, she whose life is beginning.
When the silence becomes too heavy for them, Concepcion
talks of the factory. ‘Mother, they say they’re going to lay off
some girls in the sorting department.” The mother doesn’t
answer; she has grey eyes, no eyebrows, a bony face as pale as
alabaster which looks like the face of a dead woman without it
being necessary for her to closc her eyes. At the cemctery there
is a fresh grave, without a cross, where flowers have been
planted. The red ribbons on the metallic wreaths are fading in
the grass. The mother would have preferred a cross, but Con-
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cepcion had said no so firmly, her lips trembling (though she,
too, would have preferred a cross, but Angel had exclaimed one
day, laughing: ‘It’s so stupid, all those crosses and monuments
in cemeteries . .."). The mother prays before that grave where
even the consolation of a symbol is missing; but she had for-
gotten the words of the prayers so long ago that, trying to find
them in the dark well of her memory, she becomes tired and
forgets herself. ... ‘Angel, murmurs Concepcion. She would
speak to him as if to a living person, if she dared. She is still
suffering from having annoyed him the other Sunday when he
wanted her to wear her shawl with the big red flowers. ‘Is it
possible, sefior? Ts it possible?’ Teresita lays the flowers on the
grave and murmurs, very low, fascinated by the comings
and goings of the industrious ants from one grave to another,
“This is for you, big brother. We haven’t forgotten you, Angel.
Uncle Tio came over to the house last night, the orange cat
had four Kkittens. I'm keeping one, for you and me. ...
And Teresita, bending over the grave of her big brother, smiles
about the orange cat who is giving milk to her kittens at
home.

*

1 have returned to my composing stick at the Gaubert y Pia
print shop. We set up racing forms and religious works. The
metallic clanging of the presses dissolves into a monotonous
hum in the ears after a while. The hunchbacked boss looks
down on us from his glass-walled office. Porfirio, my neighbour,
is a wizard: the black type-characters with their long silver
facets seem to leap by themselves into his hands which line
them up tirelessly. 1’s the same in all the shops, in all the factor-
ies of the city. Yesterday we were three hundred thousand
strong, flowing over the city like waves of lava, ready for any-
thing with so much blood in our veins; today we are back in the
shops, the yards, the factories. The machines are turning, twist-
ing. screeching, sawing, crushing, pounding: tools in black
hands bite into metal. In the evening we go out, three hundred
thousand of us at once, our skulls, stomachs, and muscles
empty. Nothing has happened. The city taunts us with its lights,
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its diamonds and jewels, the violins in its cafés, the displays
along its boulevards, the lamentations of its beggars, the printed
smiles of its dancing girls, the oily smells of its slums, the sleep
of its vagabonds on the back street sidewalks . ..

. Etchegoyen, of the carpenters, has run across the border with
the union treasury, nine hundred pesetas. Good riddance, the
bastard.

Gilles, my former cell mate, writes me from a detainees’
labour squad, slaving away somewhere in the Massif Central
that he spends stupefying days digging up shells, after target
practice. ‘You are lucky not to be like each of us, a tiny cogina
huge munitions factory. ..." Gilles, old man, one should never
deduce another’s happiness from one’s own misfortune. .. . The
communiqués lie and contradict each other day after day. The
newspapers line up one after the other, on the Allied side or
the side of the Central Powers. It is impossible to recognize the
same events in the labyrinth of lying phrases. ... Sentries, sen-
tries, where are you now in all of this, dug into the earth stink-
ing of corpses and excrement? Bombardment of Amiens, in the
quiet sector of the Vosges. Life goes on like yesterday. Porfirio’s
intelligent simian eyes are sadder than usual. Twice a week he is
absent from the shop in the afternoon in order to go to the San
Luis Hospital to bring some oranges to his little girl who is
recovering from typhus. He probably doesn’t eat every day. He
pretends to be consulting me over the text in 8-point Roman
on his composing stick (‘... the blesséd childhood of St
Theresa . ..)):

“Things are going badly too, over there?’

Badly, yes. The papers are full of contradictory dispatches
through which it is possible to discern a victory for the old
order brought about by the Cossacks; Lenin and Trotsky in
flight, arrested, shot, who knows? Bolshevism routed. The
K ronstadt sailors are still holding out, it seems. While we were
getting ready here, other crowds, over there, were lining up in
massive columns behind red flags for an assault similar to ours.
‘During the entire day of the 17th. the Tauride Palace was
besicged by crowds of workers and soldicrs demanding the
resignation of the “ten capitalist ministers”. The Social
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Revolutionary Party leader, Mr Chernov, was almost slashed to
pieces by some sailors ...” Last night I was reading these pro-
saic lines from a newspaper correspondent’s report and I
thought 1 could hear, echoing our footsteps, the dull rumble of
those multitudes on the march, on the march like us; only wear-
ing grey uniforms; only carrying in their heads, their bellies,
their fists that nameless anger brought back from the Lithuanian
front, the Galician front, the Rumanian front, the Armenian
front; only stronger than we for having undergone the ordcal of
fire, the ordcal of blood, the ordeal of victory . .. (that evening
when T had gone home giddy with joy, repeating the discon-
certing words over and over again unable to realize their true
meaning for want of precise images and because the news was
so great that it was overpowering — newspaper headlines: ‘R v-
OLUTION IN PETROGRAD. ABDICATION OF THE CZAR.
TROOPS GOING OVERTO THE PEOPLE.") ... stronger than we
because they went forth preceded by those who were hanged,
those who were shot down before the firing squad, those who
were deported, those who were martyred throughout a half-
century of tenacious struggle — and wcre guided by those who
had cscaped. . .. According to the latest news, the treason of the
Bolshevik leaders is a proven fact: German agents. We know
what that mcans: formulas of this type are as necessary as
ammunition for the twelve rifles of the firing squad. If they did
take money from Germany, well they were damn smart to do it,
for they must have needed it, and the Germans are wasting their
money. ‘Taking money,” says Dario, ‘being incorruptible. ...
What is the point of being incorruptible if you don’t take
money?’
*

Ten hours of work in the shop are on our backs; it weighs you
down. I have lifted eight thousand characters. Ten hours stand-
ing on our feet. At the age of forty, most typographers have
varicose veins. El Capillo, that yellow-toothed swine, has put us
on piecework. the dirtiest job imaginable. Now we are on our
way downtown in the soft cool of the evening - the pocts’
‘mauve hour’. What we would really like is to take a bath or to
punch someonc in the nose.

90



“You’ll see,” says Porfirio suddenly, still thinking about the
foreman, ‘if I don’t smash in his old horse’s tecth for him one of
these days!’

1t’s very light out. A lulling transparency attenuates the shapes
of things. even to the delicate outlines of the foliage. It is not
yet dusk, but the fuil light of the day has already passed. The
turquoise tint of the sky and the straight clear perspective of
this avenue which reminds one of a garden call an image into
my companion’s mind: the image of a half-starved child being
caten up by bugs in the San Luis Hospital. I, too, am thinking
of your Paquita. I know that you are going to talk about her.
You say, without any transition, as if you knew that I am rcad-
ing your mind (and perhaps you do):

‘The nuns are badgering her because she doesn’t want to say
her prayers.’

Pcrhaps this is the very moment when the sister noiselessly
approaches bed number 35, room IV. The little girl is lying
down with her eyes closed pretending to be asieep, but she can
hear the ineffable rustling of starched clothing, the slithering of
grey heelless slippers along the floorboards. The little girl can
feel the stern gaze of the old woman’s dismal, petrified face
falling on her blue-tinted eyeclids.

‘Paquita, T know you are not slceping. Paquita, you are a
wicked child. Say your prayers.’

This is the awful moment of the blue cold. The blue cold
starts in Paquita’s kidneys and climbs up, climbs up slowly,
squeezing her in a vice, towards her heart, her throat, her brow;
it presses in at her temples for an instant, like an icy halo, and
vanishes: it’s over; shc can open her cyes, she is no longer
afraid. ... The old woman has gripped Paquita’s hands with
authority and forces her to join them - the blue cold comes
from the touch of those bloodless old hands which would none
the less like to be good. Paquita obeys, but her terror has al-
ready passed. Slowly, with a depthless obstinacy in her power-
less glance, Paquita says ‘No’ with her cyes. And the sister goes
away, sad and severc.
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In his cell at the Model Prison, old Ribas stops abruptly with his
back against the door: from this point the whole length of a
green branch may be scen in the narrow window, sometimes
motionless, sometimes gently waving. Although hc is near-
sighted, Ribas has never worn glasses; that is the sccret of the
distant expression we have often noticed in him. He would
really like to know what kind of leaves they are; it torturcs him
and makes him smile at the same time. He is alone, calm, weak-
ened, without fear, confident. He knows that we will win in a
month, thrce months, six months, twelve months. The length of
time is of no importance. He knows that there is always the
great cxpedicnt of dying like Ferrer, in order to live on usefully
in the comrades’ memories, leaving a kind of dignity to the
children, and that it isn’t ¢ven very difficult any more when you
have a long, wearisome life behind you like a grey ribbon,
greyer and greyer, almost black. *After all, at my age when one
is not very intclligent, it’s about the best thing that can happen
to you.’ The day, however, has been a bad one. No letters from
home. It is ridiculous, of course, to be worried like this. But
what if something had happened to little Tonio? And besides,
he only left fifty pesetas in the house.

Dario is talking in the back room of a café on the Tibidabo
road. You can hear cars going by, carrying people to supper at
the all-night restaurants. He is surrounded by twelve heads,
dramatically sithouetted in the reddish shadows. An oil lamp is
placed in front of him. His blue pencil traces out straight lines
and crosses on a sheet of paper in order that these men should
understand exactly what must be done. The lamp sputters
darkly.



13 The Other City is Stronger

Here and there across the black masses of Montjuich, the moon
spreads patches of shiny blue, near-white, lacquer. The houses
at the foot of the mountain are blue and black rectangles, stip-
pled with gold dots along the line of the windows. Each of these
perforations is a lamp lighting up a home. In each of these
homes reigns the repose of the evening, the talk of the evening,
the concerns of the evening; when that luminous pinpoint van-
ishes, the man and the woman will have gone to bed. And
tomorrow the luminous dot will be lighted again, and thus cach
day. ... One is overcome at the thought of the relentless per-
sistence of all these little destinies. In each one of these lighted
compartments, men arc sitting down at this moment across the
table from their lives: lives that still wear the same face of an
old, ageless serving-woman, resigned to her cloistered existence.
There are some who arc happy. The old serving-woman smiles
on them; a few little joys, of which some are unclean, swarm
over them in the impoverished air.

We are having a discussion on the balcony; behind us, in one
of our rooms, there is a lamp burning which, seen from that
house over there in the distance, is also nothing but a pinpoint
or luminous perforation. The round tower of the fortress, on
the summit of Montjuich, is in clear view.

We are at Santiago’s housc because he has not been under
surveillance since he was let out of prison — last year — after that
sabotage business in the streetcar yards. He pretends to be dis-
couraged: we suspect a certain amount of sincerity in his role.
We can hear him splashing about under the faucet in the
kitchen. All the noises of this house come floating around us for
a moment; they scem light and transparent to me in thec moon-
light. The baby, in his crib, is doing a kind of dance in the air
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with his little legs and purring: ‘m-mm-mm’ or humming ‘a-aa-
aa-aa’ on a flat note. The mother is ironing linens on the plain
wooden table. We can hear the dull thud of the iron on the
cloth. The mother is chatting uietly with a neighbour. The two
voices are alike: one could be the slightly amplified echo of the
other. Whole sentences mingle with our discussion.

‘You're right,” says Dario, ‘that’s the real revolution. The real
revolution begins when millions of men begin to move, feeling
inexorably that it is no longer possible to turn back, that all the
bridges have been burned behind them. It’s a human avalanche
rolling on.’

Miro and Juricn are smoking. Tibio is quietly plucking his
mandolin, dropping chords into the night which glide down to
the earth and are lost, amber discs, among the vacant lots.

‘Our job is to give a good shove to that first big stone that will
perhaps bring on the avalanche.’

Other voices, inside the house: ‘Six pesetas, the grocer; two,
the baker; three, the sewing maching; cleven ..

A barking dog, a banging door drown out this accounting.
Then:

‘... how she loved him though, how she loved him! Do you
know what she did . . .?’

We will never know.

A short, dark-haired woman, annoyed by our vain chatter,
has gone over to lean on the railing and looks out at the beauti-
ful night horizon - the horizon of her poverty — almost without
seeing it. Her sour voice, her tired glances darkencd by some
vague reproach, her blotchy skin are familiar to me. She is at
the age when well-dressed women are still desirable, and the
others are alrcady finished. I know what she is thinking: ‘As if
they wouldn’t do better to try and earn a little more money.” —
‘It’s all right,” she was saying a little while ago, ‘we land on our
feet every month, then back into our misery like a cat that some
nasty kid throws out the window at regular intervals. It’s
already something to be able to fced our faces almost every
day.’ Her hushand had wanted to be a painter: he's a sign
painter. They haven’t loved each other for a long time. And
why should they love each other, as dull as worn-out coins
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where the eyes on the cfligy of some ideal republic have been
rubbed away? Existence — it certainly can’t be called life - is
too hard.

Dario thinks the movement is soon going to start up again
with a good chance of success. He talks about salarics, the
employers’ association, the artillery juntas that have just sent an
insolent appeal to the governor; events and forces seem to take
shape under his hands like picces on a chessboard. . .. 1 answer
that the workers’ force has not yet become clearly conscious of
itsclf. That there is no organization: sorry number of union
members, amorphous groups. No clarity of ideas, no body of
doctrine ...

‘Oh, doctrines!’ says Dario with an evasive gesture of both
open hands. “The fewer there are, the better it goes. A speciality
of intellectuals. There will always be time to make theories
afterward.

‘] mean no lucidity. Vague idcas - some only good for lead-
ing us to a dead end. No precedents. The habit of being de-
feated. We have never yet won. All the communes have been
strangled. We are on the verge of discovering some great truth,
of finding the key, of Icarning to win. But the old defeat is still
within us’

There comes a time when Dario stubbornly refuses to listen
any more. He puts on his mask of weariness and repcats:

“That’s all very possible. But if the employers’ association
refuses to agree to the fifteen per cent — and they will refuse -
the strike will become generalized; if there is a general strike,
the troops won’t march against us. If the troops don’t march,
we will be the masters of the situation ...

He shrugs off the invisible load that weighs endlessly on his
shoulders and says, jovially:

‘... and one bright morning we will wake up having found
the key, as you say, but without having looked for it. While if
we waste our time looking forit ...’

Tibio says, while the fleeting chords escape from his fingers
like amber discs:

“The rich lands have all been fertilized by the life and the
dcath of countless organisms. You have to enrich the soil in
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order to harvest good crops. We will always have been good for

something.’
*

I fall silent, finding argument useless since I know that at this
moment Dario has nothing to answer me. He is the man of this
hour, of this country, of this proletariat which he must lead
towards uncertain lights; the future. Sometimes they call him
‘Comrade Future-minister’, and that makes him smile with a
mischievous glow in his eyes which seems to say, ‘Well, why
not?’ and grudgingly shrug his shoulders. In fact he is much
closer to the fortress dungeons or the little anonymous mounds
of the cemctery. ... These men are the leaven of a people slow
to awaken. Each does his job, performs his task, and passes. We
no longer even know the names of those who were tortured in
Montjuich and in Alcald Alcada del Valle, but without them
several thousand proletarians of this city would not have this
tempered courage, this burning hatred, this exaltation that
makes fighters of them in the pain of their daily existence. ‘We
will always have been good for something.’ But [ am unable to
cry out to you that it is no longer enough, that it is imperative to
turn that page; perhaps to go about it entirely differently.

The other city is stronger.

Stupid Sunday. Sunshine everywhere: yellow streetcars
shuttle back and forth. The balconies of the wealthy houses,
slightly grotesque, are decked out with red cloth; some little
stunted trees, raw green, are steaming in the sultry air. All this is
raw and colourful; all stupid, stupid, stupid with the incredible
satisfaction of being stupidly stupid in the sunshine. A pro-
cession is going by between two rows of bored-looking ninnies.
And it’s hot. Marching in a procession makes you sweat.

Hats off, they watch the procession go by as sluggish as a
bored, broken-winded animal. It drags itsclf out for the length
of the avenue, to strains of music which sound sleepy in spite of
their din . ..

There's an old priest with the low forchead of a siy animal,
mopping his brow with a pitiable air of weariness, ‘Oh Lord,
what drudgery! What heat! And what an exasperating idiot,
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that fellow over there, carrying his candle as if it were an um-
brella!” He is probably saying such things to himself, marching
solemnly on the heels of a bald, sanctimonious gentleman with
glasses, solemnly carrying a beautiful, brand-new checkered
flag, stiff with ennui. Pompous gentlemen, dressed up in their
Sunday best solemnity, carry bulky smoking candles. The Mu-
nicipal Guards — solemn in their black helmects trailing white
plumes, bluc shirt fronts, white gloves swinging sleepily back
and forth — cscort a perspiring group. A plaster Virgin, sur-
rounded by candclabra, glass gewgaws, and artificial flowers,
weighs down on the shoulders of eight obese bearers.

The other city is stronger. Jos¢'s mouth narrows — the sign of
something wrong; his face is hardened wax. We cross slowly
over to the next street corncr, {or the crowd is kneeling in front
of the Blessed Sacrament. ‘The soldiers bend down on onc knee,
their rifles at the ready, their heads bowed. We are the only ones
standing, held up by a kind of defiance. But their city is
stronger, stronger ...

Wearing a gilded cape, a little old man wrinkied like a
mummy (but with big red hands folded over his stomach) ad-
vances under a canopy. Without those big peasant’s hands you
might think he had just stcpped out of a reliquary, iced over in
his golden embroideries. People hold open the folds of his
train.

He moves on. The flabby paunches, the skimpy shoulders, the
shapes, sharp or buried under layers of fat, all dressed in black,
the faces rosy or bluc-tinted, close-mouthed, the white-tonsured
pates, crudely carved out of dirty wood — file by one after
another. A fat sweaty gentleman wearing his high silk hat and
carrying his candle stops for a moment and you can see that his
fingernails are black. Little girls in white strew fiowers in front
of all this Sunday-ugliness on parade, moving inexorably for-
ward, following tall black horsemen. ... This city will march
over our stomachs. First the gendarmerie and then the pro-
cessions. These same little girls will throw flowers on to the
pavement where our blood has been spitied.

But now José, disarmed, is smiling. Two brown-skinned kids
are making pee pee under a tree. Huge smiles spread across
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their gritty faces; they’re having a swell timé pissing during the
procession. ‘Except ye be converted, and become as little chil-
dren ...

The four towers of the Holy Family, held aloft by intricate
scaffolding, extend their apocalyptic ugliness into the blue.
They look like monumental factory chimneys, only misshapen,
crying out their usclessness. They also make you think of phal-
lic symbols.

*

Under the watching stars, at the corner of two narrow, dark
streets, the fiery furnace blasts forth. Circles of liquid fire flicker
ceaselessly around the flamboyant letters, now red now yellow,
announcing F1rTy BAILARINAS. On both sides of the en-
trance, repeated six times, Juana the Cuban (more svelte and
more ardent on these posters than in real life, a Creole at thirty
pesctas a trick) — a white shawl dotted with golden flowers, arms
and legs darting like flames, long oblique eyes which seem to
laugh out of their shadowed depths like flashing knives.

Poor devils, who can’t even go inside — for lack of the price -
devour her with their eyes. There are always three or four of
them on the sidewalk, looking for an improbable windfall.

The hall is poor, almost bare, cruelly lighted by huge arc
Jamps. You sit at white marble tables. Drink. Look. Think of
nothing. Your day is over. It’s not time yet to go to sleep on
your cot in your four-pesetas-a-week hole in the wall, where
you can hear your neighbour coughing on one side and, on the
other, through the paper-thin walls, a panting couple making
Jove after a bitter whispered argument. Here is the fruit of your
labour, the climactic moment of your day. Feast your eyes on
forms, on colours, on rhythms, on delirium, on laughter, on
everything denied you in your life. From dusk to dawn fifty
women will act out, for you, all the joy they know. Some of
them will talk to you without seeing you, the spangles about
their waists tingling through your veins; their castancts and
their heels will echo in your loins long after; you will drink
greedily as soon as they have gone off into the wings, and, this
night, for a long while, long before the deep, black sleep of the

98



weary carries you off — you will see before you the white and
red smile of their lips, the black and fire of their eycs.

Lucecita, a skinny girl sheathed in black, a purple knot
around her hips, glides before your eyes, leaving behind a sug-
gestion of despair: the image of an ash-grey mask, an over-
painted mouth and a pointed chin, eyes like raindrops glistcning
out of shadows under black lines.

El Chorro's hairy fingers beat out the rhythm of the dance on
the table. José is precoccupied by his idca: we must shake this
city out of its torpor by acting with sudden and terrible bold-
ness. A few men would be cnough. He himself — afraid of
nothing, no longer able to wait, consumed with a desire for
action and sacrifice — would go first. He idolizes the memory of
Angiollilo the typographer, gentle yet obstinate like a mission-
ary, who, twenty years ago, followed Canovas del Castillo (the
butcher of Montjuich and Cuba!) patiently from town to town
in order to strike him down one day in the name of that future
anarchy where human life will be sacred. He refuses to get
married: “That’s like drowning. No thank you! A true revol-
utionary can’t have a wife or kids. Above all don’t imagine you
can live — or you’re good for nothing except wearing a collar.’ I
found him a while ago reading over the trial of Emile Henry.*
There is a legend that says that Henry faltered at the last
minute, three yards from the scaffold. ‘That’s impossible,” José
grumbled. ‘It’s a filthy lie made up by the newspapers.” He was
unwilling to understand how that final crisis might yet heighten
the dauntlessness of the condemned, the fruit of a difficult vic-
tory won over himself. ‘I tell you he was all of one piece!’

‘Benito will kill again on Sunday,’ José murmurs.

‘So?’

‘The governor will certainly be in his box.’

At the next table the woolly-haired, low-browed stokers from
an Argentinean freighter are laughing heartily because two wo-
men, Asuncion the blonde, Pepita the brunette, with saffron
scarfs wrapped around their waists, are doing the dance of the

* A young French anarchist, executed 21 May 1894 for having exploded a
bomb at the Café Terminus in Paris. At the trial he took full responsibility
for his act and practically demanded to be guillotined. - Tr.
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breasts with convulsive smiles. One girl fair, the other dark; one
cool, the other arid as the desert. The fruits of their flesh, set off
by coral tips, quiver as they shimmy all over, standing in place.
Guitars twang. The heat from their loins mounts to the brain,
flushes their faces and clouds their eyes. Jos¢ alone retains a
glacial calm. He barely unclenches his teeth:

‘Take a good look at these men, this room! Don’t you see you
have to shake them up, snap them out of it, out of this place,
out of their stupor?’

I see that you are alone, José, with your exalted valour which
intoxicates you like wine that is too heady; alone, ready for
anything, absurd like heroes who come before their time. Lost.
The other city is stronger . . .

On the way out of there, towards midnight, José spics a poor
wretch with the look of a dead fish on the edge of the shadows,
about to disappear into the night. José takes him by the arm:

‘Come on, old fellow. I'll buy you supper. Don’t laugh. Pm
not drunk. I'm a man. Maybe you don’t know what that is.’



14 Messages

The majority of the Frenchmen among us arc of Zilz’s opinion.
The herd of humanity is not worth fighting for; revolutions
won’t change man'’s destiny in the least. Let’s look out for our-
selves. Derclicts marked for prison or death in the trenches,
they create this escapee’s philosophy for themselves, not unlike
that of certain profiteers of the existing order. We were just
talking about the Russian Revolution. Zilz struck each of us in
turn with his triumphant question:

‘Do you like coffce with cream ...’

Next over to the Russian Consulate. A blond smooth-faced
clerk had me sign some papcrs. All I really saw of him was a
shirt cuff, some well-manicured pink fingers bearing a signet
ring, and shiny hair slicked down over his skull with such per-
fect care and such heavily scented brilliantine that T was dying
to muss it up. In a thin voice he insinuated to me that ‘today
even our ministers don’t know how to spell properly’. Thus a
revolution is envisaged under carefully combed hair.

The Arriviste received me in the middle of a white and gold
moderne-style room. At times he seemed to be gazing lovingly
at his well-manicured fingernails; the white handkerchief in his
breast pocket was puffed up like whipped cream; even the
inflections of his voice were full of nuances and kind attentions;
but his eyes, the eyes of a pretty boy accustomed to making a
good impression, said — strangely — nothing. What colour were
they in fact? As with the faces of certain Greek statues the
pupils are represented by shallow holes; any shadow, however
light, emphasizes the absence of vision, that abstract depth. I
understood in the very first minute that he was successful with
wonien. that is to say, with ladies, published free verse in siim
volumes with parchment covers, made an effort to read Berg-
son, and professed at one and the same time an energetic
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nationalism (‘What we need is a Catalan Barrés’: that phrase of
his was to becomc famous) and the eloquent republicanism of
‘our great Pi y Margall ... I could sec him as he will be in
thirty years, a sure fate: heftier, pale-skinned, his eyelids heav-
ier, decorated, no matter what the regime may be — for even the
Republics of Labour will have to invent decorations for this
kind of precious servant! — ten years from a pcaceful death that
will utterly obliterate him, all at once, like a newspaper, its
charred headline an urgent cry, forgotten without having been
heeded, licked by the flames in the hearth. His sympathies tend
naturally towards the great cause of the Entente. Naturally be-
causc the contrary would have been just as natural. And how
could T help but take his part with Letter of Transit No. 662~
491 pressed tightly in my billfold! Already this ticket, Good for
one death like the others, engulfs me in deceit and prints a hyp-
ocritical smile on my face. The Arriviste requested some cor-
respondence from me about Russia for a newspaper:

“Via Stockholm (well, you like to travel). Our only rulc is:
Objcctivity, local colour.’

I know, I know, The little superior air of not taking sides: a
maxim of Realpolitik, an allusion to sociology (modcrn
journalism being scientific) a digression on the Slavic soul, and
some picturesque, some human interest, some exotic words:
muzhik, izba, traktir, chinovnik. ... This job is at bottom no
worse than the other, which consists of spending ten hours a day
setting up the names of the Duke of Medina-Coeli’s horses in 6-
point italic. The one ruins the lungs, the other deadens the
brain: both stupefying in the long run.

‘Bah, onc can always take a pseudonym.’

An hour later the mendicants had reconciled me with the
tragedy of life. The beggars of this city are magnificent. (Their
misery is a slap in the face to wealth, smug sclf-satisfaction, the
blue sky.) You can see them dragging themselves around on the
porches of the churches, in the gilded dust of the boulevards,
filthy, misshapen, pitiful, with their stumps of limbs and sup-
purating sores, stares tenacious as leeches from eyes ringed with
tainted blood, maniac glances of eycs flecked with white. De-
testable vermin multiply in their rags with joyful abandon.
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Horrible diseases: leprosy, lupus, psoriasis, erysipelas, pullulate
in their open sores. They have local colour. I know onc who
plays rasping music on the steps of the jetty. This flabby grey
slug glues himself to the stern stone shaft which stands erect,
cleaving the very gold, the very azure of the sea. And the shaft
transports him. ‘Blind from birth’ — a fake blind man, they say,
a fake slug, that slug; but we, we are authentic. At the door of
the cathedral a mummy’s hand shoots out of a grey stone nook
towards a rather plump milky-skinned passer-by who is carry-
ing roses and swect williams to her patron saint, doubtless a saint
who watches over thrifty widows (HERBALIST'S SHOP: med-
icinal teas our speciality ...) A cadaverous voice issues from
behind that long-dried-out corpse’s hand, as august as that of
Rameses I1: ‘Carida por l'amor de Dios, Seiiora.’ (Charity for
the love of God, Madam!) The passer-by has passed. Never will
that hand fall into dust . ..

A Herculean torso, bearing a huge, ill-connected head, is
dragging itself toward us on its belly and its lcather-strapped
wrists. With each lurch forward of this half-man, the head,
jerked to one side by the shock, spits out a long guttural sup-
plication; you would think it was spewing forth inexpiable
curses at the world if you didn’t hear the words ‘Nuestro Sefior’
falling heavily like drops of dark blood from those fleshy lips.
Voices answer cach other. Echo. In the silence of the cathedral,
I can hear the same full-mouthed syllables repeated with fervor
by a child’s voice falling like drops of gold, heavy and brilliant:
‘a Nuestro Serior, a Nuestro Sefior ...

‘That man,’ 1 say to El Chorro, ‘makes one think of an earth-
worm that has been cut in two by the blade of a shovel.’

El Chorro throws away his cigarette:

‘Very apt! That’s old Gusano: the Worm. The whole town
calls him that. ... Hi! How are you, Feliz. Here’s one of the
boys from Tierra. What’s new, you sanctimonious sans-cul-
otte?’

‘The stump of a man laughs, exposing strong teeth, greenish at
the gums. Ever since a fall of thirty yards from the scaffoldings
of a new basilica for the Holy Family diminished him by one-
half, Feliz, of the Tierra y Libertad (Land and Liberty) Party,
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has been up to his cars in land, and starving in liberty. Police-
men turn away when they hear him apostrophizing some re-
spectable passcr-by: ‘It was building your house that broke my
back! Fh, landlord ..."” He is still ablc to be of service. His
straw mattress is the last place they would look for Cuban
certificates of naturalization, fabricated by ...

‘Gusano,’ says IFl Chorro, ‘this comrade is leaving for Russia
tomorrow.’

Gusano stops laughing. His big shaven head, browned by a
layer of sweat and dust, looks as if it had becn severed and
placed casually on this ugly, hairy torso rounded off in a shape-
less bulb below. We look at each other intensely for a moment,
down to the incxpressible depths of our being. I no longer sec
anything but the half-man’s eyes: he has grey-blue irises
strcaked with brown. A sunset over mountain snows. Warmth
and virile vigour,

‘He is lucky,” Gusano says simply at last.

*

The harbour is peopled with lights. The lighthouse beacons are
coming on. The black hull of the Ursula (Montevideo) stands
out, steeper than a cliff, a few yards from the dockside. At night
the ships lying in the harbour make you think of great pre-
historic reptiles. But the lines of human invention are sharper
than those of nature. Coffins. Small craft carrying signal lights
are moving across the water — which is like flat ink, spotted here
and there with phosphorescent arcs. A green light blinks at the
other cnd of the basin between two vertical hedges of masts.

Some bales of jutc that will be loaded aboard tomorrow shel-
ter us comfortably in the uncertain glimmer of a lantern hang-
ing from the corrugated roof of a nearby warehouse. There are
about twenty of us perched on bales between two piles of mer-
chandise covered with waterproof canvas. No SMOKING: we
know only too well what is inside: this is no time to start any
trouble. Dockers, seamen, watchmen from the storehouses - all
comrades, in any case. A stool-pigcon? Probably. But what
differcnce can it make to us, this evening, that there should be
one that’s false among these valiant souls?
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We talked about the fifteen per cent and the general strike.
From out of the shadows a voice, grave with forty years of
labour clearly analysed the elements of the bosses’ resistance:
orders from the Allies, support from the banks in Madrid, com-
petition with certain industrics in the Asturias, underhanded
dealings of a group in the pay of the Central Powers, discontent
created by the customs tariffs, the coming revision of Franco-
Spanish agreements. ... And suddenly here 1 am, not having
budged, at the centre of this group to which I bear a message.
‘Objectivity and local colour!’ the Arriviste told me. That rec-
ollection is enough to dispel my scruples at being an informant
without information,

There are things which, if they took place on a planet of the
constellation Orion, these twenty men would understand at the
slightest hint. Like war, which no people wants. The general
strike overthrowing a monarchy like a well-placed sock on the
jaw puts you out of commission: knock out. That it takes time,
years, thousands of men, thousands of years in prison, thou-
sands of men hanged, shot, murdered, insurrections put down,
assassinations, betrayals, provocations, fresh start after fresh
start until, in the end, an old Empire, eaten away by termites,
suddenly collapses because some workers’ wives have begun to
shout ‘Bread!” in front of the bakeries, because the soldiers
fraternize with the mob, because old policemen decorated for
zeal are thrown into the icy waters of the canals, because ... I
don’t have to teach them, they understand these things per-
fectly. But someone wants the incredible truth repeated: that it
has really happened. Someone demands, his hand out-
stretched:

‘Well, and the Czar? ...

‘No more Czars.’

Like a breeze — the final eddy of a hurricane uprooting oaks
on the other side of the occan — that makes the leaves tremble
gently in a wood, the same breath of inspiration makes these
men tremble with excitement. And we carrv on this dialogue
of shadows:

“The army?’

‘With the people.’
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‘The police?’

‘No more police.’

“The prisons?’

‘Burned.’

‘The power?’

‘Us.

This extraordinary confidence, this leap into confidence, I
owe to you, Gusano. It is your grey-blue cyes streaked with
brown that I sec before me at this moment. It is you who are
spcaking within me, you, your sober gaze, that masculine
strength underncath, so sure of life no matter what happens.
We know how to live and to survive, truncated like worms ...

The voice of the man heavy with forty years of labour asks
for some clarifications. We are the power, on condition that we
start up the revolution once again. The one just completed is
not yet ours. The wealthy classes know only too well how to
juggle away revolutions: ‘Abracadabra!’ and one sees nothing
but red, the blood of the workers. But the Russians see through
this. Their eyes are wide open. It’s all right. Take over the land,
take over the factories.

‘And the war?’

Many of them arec worried. A docker says he believes the
Germans will win. Germany could strangle the revolution.
Phrases clash like crossed swords. ‘The revolution is the daugh-
ter of the war. No, the daughter of dcfeat. The vanquished,
whoever they may be, will make it. Long live defeat! The fu-
ture belongs to the vanquished. But all of Europe is already
defcated! Declare peacc on the world. Take over Europe . ..

I am leaving tomorrow. I carry with me, as my only pro-
visions for the journey, as my only message, these twenty hand-
shakes. And Gusano’s, twenty-one.



15 Votive Hand

Tufts of stecam vapour cling to the branches of leaning trees:
birches, fragile greenery with pale silvery reflections, slender
leaves grecn with moisture, green light. And the parched plains.
The web of telegraph wires rises and falls. Sparrows — the notcs
on thesc dancing staves: the horizon rises and falls with the
rolling of a ship. Refreshing breeze of voyage; cinders and dust
lashing the face. The burning of noontide on the rust-coloured
plains. I think avidly of that city, that city which we did not
take, of thosc men, comrades, my comrades. I should like to
open my arms, to stretch my whole being out towards them, to
say to them — what? I can only find a single word: ‘Comrades’ -
richer perhaps in their language: compaiieros — because of so
many warm men’s voices unitcd by hope and danger whose
echocs are still vibrating in my ears . . .

El Chorro’s story this morning on the streetcar still provokes
laughter within me, as bracing as a swallow of rum when you
are very cold. Not that it was a happy story: but so much
liveliness camc through the tone and the accent that, lowering
my eyelids, T could imagine myself walking along a great en-
ticing highway, in the early morning, with this secure and hardy
companion:

‘Hombre, 1 became a man by falling off a ladder. You'll see
what I mean. I used to be a house painter working for a fat
swine of a Huertista* not far from Veracruz. One fine day I fall
from a height of four yards with a bucket of red paint in my
hand only, my boy, right on top of that bastard — as he was
passing under my ladder — so that my bucket lands right on his
head. 1 couldn’t have done it better if | had been trying. My
knee is hurting mc, but I begin laughing, laughing so hard that

*Follower of Victoriano Huerta, during the 1915 Mecxican Revolution.
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my heart, my stomach, and the rest begin dancing a crazy jota
inside me. My buddics throw a bucket of water in my face, but
it’s too latc. They put me under arrest. “You a union man?” I
didn’t even know what that mcant. “No.” They tie my hands up
neatly behind my back. A couple of slaps on the puss given by
an extraordinary pair of hands, you can belicve me, send me
flying and pull me back again before I even hit the ground.
“You a union man?’ This time 1 say yes. You'd be a union man
for less, right? Well, then the guy gets real nice, gives me some
cigarettes. “Do you want a pricst? Would you like to spend the
night in church, Chico? You shouldn’t die like a dog. Think of
your soul.” I say: “In church, sure,” in order to gain time. With-
out that, they would have dispatched me on the spot; they used
to slaughter a man without a sound, in three movements, with a
nice machete chop under your chin. So I spend twenty hours
waiting around like a good Christian, at the local church be-
tween two lighted candlcs, to be bled the next morning, just like
a pig. but with the firm promise of Paradise. I spend a poor
night crushing spiders with the head of a little silver saint. Well,
imagine that at five in the morning the Carranzistas* take over
the town! They enlist me, naturally, in a red battalion. I begin
to understand things. I join the union. Then we go off to fight
against Zapata and | go over to the encmy, for he was worth a
lot more than we were ...

El Chorro was on the station platform. His massive jaw, his
square teeth, his big nose, the rusty patina of his flcshy Aztec
face.

‘Adios!”

He raised his mutilated hand: the thumb too short, too wide,
the index finger straight out, the sharply cut stumps of three
fingers. And that whole hand seemed cut off to me, hanging in
space, a votive hand.

What else did I see in those last seconds? A tall, elegant
Negro went by, carrying a litlle leather suitcase with shiny sil-
ver buckles.

We sometimes think that life is always the same, because it
carries us along with it. False immobility of the swimmer who

*Followers of the liberal President, Venustiano Carranza.
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abandons himself to the current. That moment on the rambla,
when Angel fell, will never come back. That other moment in
the Plaza Real, that couple in the semidarkness under the grey
arcade and Joaquin’s torn jacket; the shrug of Dario’s shoul-
ders; it is finished, all of it. There is nothing left before me but
that votive hand, floating, and about to disappear. How to
snatch it back?

*

A pair of taciturn guardia civils are cscorting a little music hall
poule to the border. She pouts at them from time to time. It is
at thosc times that she looks out at the landscape; then she puts
on some lipstick and looks sulkily into her pocker mirror. They
stare into space, straight ahead. I have the feeling that she is
about to stand up and smack them with the back of her hand,
like Punch slapping the Inspector; and their heads will dandle
pitifully right to left, left to right, like the Inspector’s head.
Some wrinkles around her nostrils cheapen her unpretentious
little lady’s face. She must have a nasty voice on the high notes,
the calculating mind of a housewife who knows all about
prices, and a great jealousy of the rich. She is ashamed of wear-
ing misshapen eighteen-franc shoes. Her lover’s name is
Emile.

‘Isn’t that so, mademoiselle, his name is Emile?’

She would look up with a start. ‘Fresh!’ - then calmer, feeling
me cntirely disarmed, would ask without hiding her surprise:

‘How did you guess?’

This scene was played between us in the zone of possible
events, just before the dark explosion of a tunnel.

We fall for a long time through the darkness: we are about to
fall into the bright light.

And the idea which I am trying to get rid of pierces me, like
an electric needle, from one temple to the other: Dario will be
killed, for that city, for us, for me, for the future. Every morn-
ing when he leaves the house where he has slept, every evening
when he enters the back rooms of little cafés where fifteen men
- including one traitor — are waiting for him, at cvery moment
of his patient agitator’s labour, he moves towards that end
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marked out for him. And one of the many men he is (for we are
composites: there exist within us men who sleep, others who
dream, others who are waiting for their time, others who van-
ish, perhaps permanently) knows it. Tt is the one whose mouth
has a little tired line and whose eye wanders at a friendly meet-
ing looking for something in the distance, shelter, refuge, un-
foreseen exit.

My letter of transit may take me far, too. This thought
restores my serenity by re-establishing in some way the balance
betwcen our destinies . . .

When the little blonde dish goes to the lavatory, a guardia
waits for her in front of the door, solid as a post, rigid as his
orders.

*

Not far from the railway, an old town comes into view, with
rounded towers, crumbling crenellated walls, old slate roofs, a
great desolation all around. A town sleeping on the edge of
life’s highways, Hostalrich.

Another town, laid out along a dried-out rio. This stony,
sandy river bed, the colour of burnt earth, is as gloomy as a
dismal death under the desolation of the devastating and parch-
ing sun. Tall sun-baked houses gaze out over the drained river
from all their littie windows where wash is hanging out to dry.
Old houses, old prisons, poor lives floundering on, each in its
pigeonhole under crumbling roofs like thoughts under a
wrinkled brow. The shadowy gaps of narrow strcets lead per-
haps towards an arcaded square, calmed by the shade of tall
plane trees where a good-natured tavern keeper would serve
you the sourish local wine. An angular church tower, sharp grey
stone, pointed belfry, town clock, looks over the town: and it is
the only thing which points upward: an iron cross in the hard
sapphire sky.



16 Border

The Assistant to the Special Inspector of the Border is a gentle-
man full of good humour with rather short arms, and a rather
large and rather red nose. I am certain that he can recognize
good vintages infallibly at first taste. His house is white with
green shutters; two big roscbushes on cither side of the entrance
greet him each morning with their wordless song: ‘How good it
is to be alive, Monsicur Comblé! You have slept well, Monsieur
Comblé, between clean lavender-scented shects next to your
satin-skinned blonde. You're going to have a good breakfast,
Monsieur Comblé, and there is a chance. Monsicur Comblé,
that you will get a promotion at the first change of personnel’
Monsieur Comblé savours the scent of a hollyhock, Colour of
My Mistress’ Breast (‘A horticulturist’s success and poet’s find’)
and gaily answers his pet roses in the silence of his happy soul,
so comfortably housed in an almost sound body (a little ar-
thritis, alas): ‘It would be only just, exquisite flowers, that Mon-
sieur Comblé’s exccllent services should be rewarded. Did I not
arrest that little brunctte spy with the funny little upturned nose
whom my dear Parisian colleagues had allowed to escape this
far? And if they arc getting her ready for the firing squad at
Vincennes, it’s thanks to little me, thanks to little me ..." His
files arc kept in an excmplary manner, like his little garden.
There are ones for suspects, for international thicves, for ex-
pelled, wanted, and escaped persons; there is the secret file: a
whole invisible flowering of crimes, sufferings, punishments, in-
trigues and shadowy struggles shrouds these files. Without trem-
bling. Monsieur Comblé plunges in a fat hand and puils out an
identification card:

‘Got her,” he says. ‘Perfect”’

A slight, almost imperceptible clicking of the tongue is the
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sign, with him, of professional satisfaction, akin to gastronomic
satisfaction. The blonde floozy, accompanied by the two dark
gendarmes, makes her way with little hurried steps, with the
poor ncrvous smile of a rabbit being slaughtered, towards two
fat horizon-blue gendarmes who exchange a wink when they
sce her: ‘Not bad, that little broad ...

Monsieur Comblé, having unfolded my letter of transit,
looks up at me with a cordial smile, borrowed from Albert
Guillaume’s pastels. He looks at me with the unrestrained sym-
pathy he usually reserves for his roses (and, after a well-pre-
pared lunch, for tiny Madame Comblé - ‘Little DEdé’ — in their
moments of great intimacy).

‘What you are doing is a very fine thing, monsicur. Allow
me to congratulate you.’

1 take these congratulations flush in the face, like stepping
into somecthing slimy.

‘You are returning at a time when so many cowards can think
only of crossing the border.

Fortunately a broad, black hand holds out a squarc of card-
board in the air at the hcight of my shoulder: ‘Faustin Baton,
landowner at Grande Saline, Republic of Haiti.’ The nails of
that black hand cover a rosy pulp. The edge of a starched cuff
exposes the decp brown of the wrist. The elegant Negro I
caught a glimpse of while leaving pushes me gently aside. A
paper with a consular letterhead informs Monsieur Comblé
that Monsieur Faustin Biton ‘who has distinguished himself by
his generous gifts to the Red Cross is travelling to France in
order to contract a voluntary enlistment in the Foreign Legion
there.

‘But that is admirable!’ says Monsieur Comblé. To leave the
Antilles - that must be quite nice, too, owning land at Grande
Saline, Haiti — to cross the ocean to come to fight in France,
that’s really extraordinary, that’s amazing. ‘A swell guy, the
Zulu!” Admiration forces Monsicur Comblé to rise; he is on his
feet, he is about to say a few heartfelt words to this Negro
whose grave immobility has iruly moved him. ... But Mon-
sicur Perrache, that sourpuss of a bilious sacristan, has just
appeared. Monsieur Perrache has that funny kind of over-
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friendly look whose meaning is altered by an undefinable hint
of irony. ‘A trcacherous look,” says Monsicur Comblé at times;
‘the look of an s.0.b.” say the men on duty. Monsicur Combié’s
flabby hand disappears within the powerful black hand, its
joints lithe and its muscles sinuous, of Faustin Baton. The white
hand is dank; the black, cool. Close to his own face, Monsieur
Comblé sees a protruding jaw, thick wine-coloured lips, huge
eyes of white enamel and burnt agate which seem to be trying
to rccognize him, but without the warmth of friendship, with
even a kind of hostility as if they were saying to him: ‘What?
You? So it’s you, then, whom I've been looking for since Gon-
aives? It’s not possible . . .I” Monsieur Comblé attempts to smile
and proficrs an ‘On les aura’”

Monsicur Perrache’s glance envelops both of them in a
strange coldness. A tired old customs inspector wearing the
Madagascar medal has just come in; some Spanish workers are
waiting outside the door. Faustin Biton turns towards the door
and suddenly fcels terribly embarrassed, too well dressed, too
tall, too black, too strong, too new, with his little too-bright
suitcase, its nickel-plating gleaming like a happy man who has
suddenly fallen in among old prisoners.

*

The hillsides are still green high above; flocks are doubtless
grazing over there in the immense calm. The spine of the moun-
tains outlines an ideal border. Hard, sharp, pure, this accessible
peak, a majestic granite spire wounding the sky; if I could reach
it, it would disclose an even wider expanse of peaks, of new
borders to be overcome in order to know the world (or that part
of the world which can be encompassed by the eye). ... From
every side the vertical fissures in the rocks fall towards the sea
and towards this blue cove — a primitive drinking cup cut out of
the coast. A tiny rounded cove with the semblance of a beach,
thick gravel, fishermen’s boats, nets drying on the pebbles, two
cafe’s where customs-men sit half asleep in front of their
apéritifs on the terrace - a tiny bay, surrounded by the vast
blocks of the mountains with a huge vista opening into the
infinite Mediterranean between two abrupt slides of granite.
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The sharp point of the headland slices into the sea and the sky
at the same time; fans of foam break over its near-black stone
in shimmering rainbows. Crystal-like laughter runs over the
surface of the sea. The air is fair. The water below is so clear
that you can sce flceting, shadowy commas of life flitting across
a bottom of whitc and brown pebbles, sometimes green from
algae.

My footsteps send lizards scurrying between the rocks. One
of them, however, allows me to approach him: his green throat
is throbbing, his round eye the cye of a curious old man, his
wide thin mouth the mouth of an actor who has outlived all the
vanities, his scaly clothes have the cool tint of a young plant
dampened by the dew; this is not without its profound rcasons.
My glance falls from that triangular peak edged with tawny
rust over there to this being suspended in flight. This faint tingle
in the air, the radiance of these stones, this water, this tiny life
stationary in my path, this brilliance which doesn’t cause the
eyes to blink, this enveloping flame which does not burn, this
tansparent limpidity, lucidity, joy. ... The big white pebbles
cause a pleasant burning sensation on your fect. The swimmer’s
feeling of plenitude, the cool of the water, the soft curves of the
waves as you <ut through them, mirrorings, breakings, sus-
pensions of crystal and of a liquid dust which capture the rays
of the light in mid-air in immaterial jewels. Powerful eddics,
warnings from the depths, raise up the insignificant man who no
longer has any weight to support but that of his skull: a little
grey matter under the frontal carapace and those two minute
dark chambers which contain the only image of the universe
that exists. You are only able to know yourself, oh world, in
our eyes: this lizard on the rock, myself borne on these pure
waters, more ancient than these rocks but eternally rencwed.
Joy. Joy. ... Tt’s morc beautiful than citics, more beautiful than
rains, more beautiful than nights, more beautiful than dreams,
It’s ... I forget to think. — But an idca comes to the surface, the
words cut out in striking relief:

‘It would be so good: to live . ..

‘Helloo!’

Answer, echo, this ringing cry to my right. Like a dolphin
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sporting in the waves, Faustin Biton is swimming with power-
ful strokes, disappearing completely, rising up to the waist
streaming with foam; and 1 scc him smiling. Joy lights up his
face, shining with drops of silver.

We swim towards each other, laughing without any cause (but
there is only this laughter, our laughter, the rcflection of the
play of the sea; and, later, T would be unable to imagine this
moment without that laughter). We greet each other with our
eyes, understanding without thinking that we arc united by a
friendship, vague, supple, and powerful like the lazy waves
which pull us back towards the pebbly beach.

‘... Really feels great!’

‘Helloo!’

Like the lizard on the rocks, we dry ourselves in the sun
before getting dressed. The light sculpts my companion’s out-
stretched body into hollows and reliefs, shadows and metallic
reflections. The dark grain of his skin, rather brown tending
toward coppery red, is naturally sharp. The purity of flesh.

Hello, there’s somebody, over there. A breach between the
rocks suddenly reveals the next beach, an old house, a barrel, a
bench, and on the bench, a man. Can he sce us? Slumped down
rather than seated, his back against the wall, propped up on
crutches, skeletal hands: the heel of one frail leg is dug into the
fine gravel; the other is cut off well above the knee. A cap
flattened out over the side of his hcad seems ready to fall off;
and that face, at this distance, is so colourless that it almost
seems to blend in with the wall, already half-way absorbed by
the stones, not really pale but the colour of flesh returning to
the earth. Does this man see us — Célestin Braquc, fisherman by
trade, twice gassed, right leg amputated, Croix de Guerre with
palm-leaf clusters, decorated by order of one army for his ex-
ploits in the Haudremont Woods where he may have dealt a
fate similar to his to some fishcrman from Swinemiinde whom I
imagine sprawling at this very hour in the same position before
the Baltic and its soft, slatc-grey reflections? We sec him as an
accusation.



17 Faustin and Six Real Soldiers

Faustin Biton belicves practically everything he reads. The un-
mixed heroism of the poilus, the historic last words of dying
men, the articles of General N—, of M. Gauvain. of M. Bidou,
of M. Lavedan, and of all the armchair strategists in editorial
rooms who never tire of analysing communiqués, the claptrap
designed to raise morale in the rear, from the story of the Ger-
man babies being born without hair or nails because the
Boches’ bodies have already been so badly weakened to the one
about the man who was wounded four times crying on his hos-
pital bed in front of the pretty, peroxide-blonde nurse because
he is not yet able to go back to the front. All this absurd prose
makes a great impression on the naive soul of this great-grand-
son of slaves who bowed under the master’s stick on the plan-
tations before holding it in their turn; grandson of partisans,
perhaps grandnephew of some black emperor (Faustin the
First: Faustin-Robespierre-Napol¢on Soulouque ...). He be-
lieves everything in the way certain drunkards drink any kind
of alcohol indiscriminately. And it’s not that he’s stupid. If he
were stupid he wouldn’t have this profound capacity for believ-
ing, he would be better able to discern the big lie; the clever
subtleties would be less effective on him; fewer ideas, fewer
words would be interposed between him and reality. Perhaps it
would have been enough for him to have opened, one after the
other, a pro-German and a pro-Allied American newspaper to
have thrown them both in the same garbage can; the same lies,
the same sophisms in one as in the other, the same hooey. At
times. in my mind, T call him an imbecile, for it is really too
much to take the counterfeit coins of so many humbugs for
coin of the realm, but I know that I am unjust. He possesscs the
lively intclligence of simple and vigorous beings who are able to
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flush out even false notions. From that point on, an imaginary
world made up of a terrible jumble of words rises up solidly
between his sharp mind and things as they are. He is a new-
comer on our dunes: he walks along them with great strides,
accustomed to the solid earth, not sceing that he is being swal-
lowed up. Literal comprchension and an open mind are not
sufficient for finding your way in our old labyrinths; you also
have to be inured against crror, trickery, illusion, the past, de-
sire, other people, and yourself. You must become mistrustful,
arm yourself with critical method, arm yourself with doubt and
with assurance, become wary of words, learn to burst them like
those marvcllous soap bubbles which, fallen, are reduced to
paltry artificial spittle. ‘Faustin, my friend,’ T say, ‘the art of
reading our newspapers is a much more difficult one than that
of tracking the fox through our forests. ...” We have become
friends; he confessed to me from the very first the great
confidence he is ready to offer any man expert in the splendid
play of words and ideas. Certainly no swindler could ever have
made him take a worn-out horse for a sound one, a low quality
bicycle for a good make. Faustin Biton, landowner at Grande
Saline, Haiti. is not one to be bamboozled in that kind of deal,
but it is possible with the help of Right, Civilization, History,
the Holy War, the War of Liberation, to make him cross the
Atlantic, put the latest model grenade in his hand, and send him
to his death. ] know that he will be the first one to leap out of
the trenches, dauntless, held so erect before the danger by his
feeling of heroic duty that it will take a few moments for the
warrior’s instinct of his ancestors, who went into battle
hunched over with springy feline steps, to awaken within him.
And besides, those few seconds will be enough; a
magnificent target, he won’t go any further.
I could, of course, demolish his ingenuous faith; and at times
I am tempted to do so. But to my careful irony (he can’t under-
stand irony, especially the kind that talks without smiling) he
answers with the disabled looks of a baffled child caught at
fault, suddenly doubting the lessons he has learned, ... And it is
a serious matter to destroy a man’s faith without replacing it.
And then I have my task, my road to take: Letter of Transit
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No. 662-491 already surrounds me, wherever I go, with a
pernicious atmosphere,

*

We were travelling together. Tt was in a little café in a town in
the Midi, Au rendez-vous des Ferblantiers, that Faustin Biton
made his first real contact with men at war. We had seen some
ill-dressed soldiers entering there, home guards and con-
valescents come to see off a helmeted friend - loaded down with
heavy haversacks — whose profile to us seemed austere. ‘Fur-
lough’s over,” I remarked. The setting was that of an ugly indus-
trial suburb: rails, a low wall, a wooden shack plastered with
torn-up posters: LOAN ... VICTORY ... We followed the group
into the café. ‘Willya set up a round, Moko?’ somebody cried
out to my companion. (Why ‘Moko?’) ‘With great plcasure,
gentlemen,” he answered, with a broad, serious smile. Then they
starcd at him; his voice, almost grave, impressed them. ‘Be so
kind as to come over and have a chair,’ said someone else. The
tone had lowered. There were six of them: the helmeted man on
furlough whose face was not actually austere, but ravaged,
drawn, full of perpendicular lines, with a tuft of red whiskers
on his chin; the others seemed a motley crew, yet unified —
except for one whom I took to be a schoolteacher - by a com-
mon expression and way of talking, local people, workers who
would some day like to run a little workshop of their own,
shopkeepers who had becn workers.

‘Travelling?’ the fat fellow with the face of a cab driver
asked us politely. ‘We're secing off Lacoste here. He’s leaving
on the 10:30 for a quiet sector.’

‘Perhaps we will meet cach other there,” said Faustin pol-
itely.

‘Eh?’

He felt himself to be at a great moment in his life. Six real
French soldiers were listening to him. He told them, addressing
himself in particular to the man on furlough, that he had come
from America to fight. That his ancestors had played a part in
the French Revolution. That he forgave Napoleon for the im-
prisonment and death of Toussaint L’Ouverturc. That he was
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ready to die for Civilization, the liberator of the Black people,
the liberator of all men. That he admired more than any others
the heroijc soldicers of the Marne and of Verdun. Lacoste, the
soldier on furlough, seemed to be looking at him from far away
with gloomy astonishment. When Faustin had finished, the
silence came crashing down around our shoulders with all its
weight. The innkecper’s wife — beautiful barc arms - had come
over to our table, opposite a smiling Alsatian girl who was
holding out a square bottle towards us from a chromos on the
wall ...

‘Well!” said Lacoste at last. -

He had had a lot to drink, and was consumed by a boundless
sadness. He must have understood that he had to find another
answer in responsc to those strange black eyes full of a kind of
anguish which burned in that ugly chimpanzce face across the
table.

‘Well,” he said, ‘then you must be right, if that’s the way
things are. C’mon. Try on my helmet. Let’s see if that kind of
headgear will look as good on you as it doesonme . ..

He put his helmet over the kinky hair, loosened and then
tightened the chin strap. He was himself no longer anything but
a man prematurely old who hadn’t shaved since the previous
evening and hadn’t slept all night (because his wife had begun
to cry at dawn). But Faustin appeared to us under the surprising
mask of a true warrior, with a terrible smile and carnivorous
teeth. His head looked as if it had been made for the helmet.

‘No,’ cried Lacoste. ‘It looks better on you than it does on
me. You can keep it, y’know! Ah, son of a bitch, how I'd love
to change heads with you, Black Beauty! I'd even be willing to
sleep only with a Negress for the rest of my life. ... C’mon, let’s
change heads!’

He seized his own head betwecn both hands, as if to tear it off
— and suddenly hid his facc in his slecve on the edge of the
table.

A hushed conference convened next to me.

‘What a brute! He's trying to make an ass of us, T tellya. It's
impossible that anybody could still be such a jerk these days. It
might've happened three years ago, I don’t say no. 1 ¢’n
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understand, the rest of us, we don’t have no choice. And then
we've been invaded. But that dopey jerk! With his 1.’'Ouverture
and Napoleon! He talks like a newspaper. Mysclf, I fecel like
pushing in his face.

The one who was talking must have becn a convalescent. All
I could sce of him was the back of a hand covered with a large,
freshly scarred burn. His neighbour, an old home guard, re-
plicd:

‘Don’t try to be funny. One man’s as good as another. When

“they add it up, all they want is the right count of carcasscs and

broken arms. If one comes over from America, maybe that
saves onc of us. [ don’t have any objection to him gettin’ killed
instead of me. It ain’t right that it’s always the same ones gettin’
killed. There ought t’ be more of ’em comin’ from all the coun-
tries in the world. At least then they’d be able to leave the old
classes behind the linces guarding the railroads. Me, I’'m in
favour of the Black Army.

He raised his voice:

‘Monsieur Biton, T believe? Monsieur Biton you're very
right. And I hope you’ll have the Croix de Guerre before

long ...
‘... with thirty-six palms,” added someonc under his
breath.

The schooltcacher obscrved Faustin with cruel fixity.

‘Hey, Frangois,” he said to my neighbour, ‘I think I understand
this fellow. Look at that jaw: it explains everything. I once met
a volunteer like that in the Argonne, only white, a poacher from
the Vosges for whom the whole war was nothing but a nice
manhunting party. He'd shoot your Boche down for you with
mean delight. He was a coward, like a bedbug at bottom:
the soul of a murderer. 1 told him once: “You're not a soldier,
you’re a gangster.” 1 wasn’t in the Icast put out when he caught
a nicc little picce of shrapnel right between the cyes.’

Lacoste raised his head. A kind of bewilderment held him
between rage and laughter.

‘Gimme back my helmet Black Beauty,” he suid violently,
‘since we can't exchange heads. 1 like mine well enough any-
way. Com’on, hup; gimme back!’
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He practically tore the helmet out of Faustin’s helpless hands.
He banged his fist on the table, making the glasses jump.
“To hell with itall boys. All together:

C’est a boire, a boire, a boire
Cest & boire qu’il nous faut 6 6 — ...

They sing.

Faustin is silent. A gricved smile draws his features. The ex-
pressicn of a man who has made a mistakc he would like to be
forgiven for, who would like to lie, and understands that it is
uscless. His sharp cars have picked up bits and pieces of dia-
logue which he refuses to understand but which he cannot for-
get. I put my hand on his shoulder.

‘Farewel], Faustin.’

‘What? ButI...

‘No, you’re staying. FFaustin, my friend, the truth: the Front
begins here. Your place is among these soldiers who have had
enough ...

The words I speak strike home, enlarge the inner wound. He
hesitates, bewildered.

‘C'mon, Black Beauty,” cries the man on furlough with a
sudden snarl in his voice, ‘all together, I tell you:

Le troistéme dans escarcelle
Ne trouva qu’un écu faux . . .
C’est a boire, a boire, a boire ...



18 A Lodging. A Man

I continue my journey alone. The soft green landscapes slowly
divide in front of the express — and doubtless, come together
again behind the long metallic snake as, its old links flaming, it
patiently devours the miles. Beauty of the earth in August. The
colour of the world is golden . ..

‘Landscapes give mc a pain in the ass!’

The faded cyes of an exhausted man yelled this at me when I
smiled vaguely at some russet ficlds, perhaps thinking how alive
the carth is. ‘Pass me the canteen,” he said in a heavy cracked
voice.

‘I'he trains are full of soldicrs. I should like to see this ant
swarm around the railroad stations from way up high. A chim-
erical order reigns there, assigning to each individual precise
but incomprehensible routes. Each scarches for his life, comes,
goes, resists, hesitates, but in the end all these trains unload their
human cargo in enormous communal graves . ..

‘Reasons give me a pain in the ass!’

The exhausted man stuffs his pipe with rage under the No
SMOKING sign. There is also:

TAISEZ-VOUS, MEFIEZ-VOUS,
LES OREILLES ENNEMIES VOUS FECOUTENT.

(Keep quict! Watch out! Enemy cars are listening!)

I am the only civilian in the compartment. I am the right age
to be a dead man on active duty; I have the health of a man
who has just spent six months living in Catalonia. All these
worn faces under their old grey helmets look at me almost as if
I were an cnemy.

‘Enemy? You kidding? You and all the others give me a pain
in the ass!’
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Their greatcoats are faded and spotted: the horizon-blue of
the muds, the rains, the fatigue. Their rucksacks heavy and
shapeless. Their helmets dented. Under their harness the torpid
men scem emaciated with hard bones and tanncd leather, ten-
acious souls turned in on their useless anger. A convalescent as
fresh as a young girl is leaning in the corner. ‘What didja have?’
— ‘A bullet in the top of my right lung; two months in the
hospital.” — ‘A cushy job, ch!’ That is all that is said about the
war for several hours. And this from a vintner, who had got off
at the previous station: ‘As for us in the Vauquois . . .’ At the
sound of that name I cocked my ecar. But it was only a story
about booze, soup, monkeymeat and a bastard of a sergcant:
‘So I says to him .. .” Nothing in this monotonous story about
insignificant things (punctuated with ‘So I says to him’s,’ - ‘So
he says to me’s,” — ‘So’s,” and ‘Then’s’) came through of the
battlefield, where thesc things had probably really happened,
filling a man’s life for days and his memory perhaps for years.
... They talk about furloughs, women, wine, the priccs.

“The war? It gives me a pain in the ass!’ the exhausted man
would say. ‘I’m fighting in it; that’s alrcady quite ecnough.’

These men are hard and faded like the stones at the bottom
of a waterfall, rolled, polished, broken by countless shocks.
Their falling increascs the strength of the falls that rolls them
along. They are nothing. They kill. They are killed. They live.
They are dead. Dead in advance, by anticipation. This one here,
puffing on his pipe with dark lips, will have his head blown off
in four days, accidentally, on his way back from the latrinc.
Nothing will be found of his cunning smuggler’s head, which is
at this moment cooking up some ‘ideas’, some clever, life-saving
‘system’. ... Dead in advance without any anticipation; for so
many others, identical to them, are actually dead that each of
these has his forgotten double somewhere underground.

*

A bad day. T ran all over Paris, from Montrouge to Bercy, from
Levelfois to Montparnasse, My addresses are runaing out, and
time is moving on. Despite Letter of Transit No. 662-491, a feel-
ing of insccurity creeps into my bonges along with the fatigue —a
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dull ache. In a hotel, Letter No. 662-491 would probably not
prevent me from being arrested. Where to find a roof tonight? A
few hours under shclter, time to recharge my ncrvous equip-
ment, and the future is saved. I knocked at Julio’s door on a
deserted qguai in Bercy. A fat woman with tired eyes opened up
with hesitation. At the name of José Miro her face cleared up:
‘Julio is in hiding; we'rc being watched; the business of the
Marseilles deserters, you know.” I don’t know anything, but
already this commonplace room with its rickety sofa oppresses
me. Hmmm. ... Somcone behind me on the guai. Let’s get rid
of this doubt in which fear is lurking. Métro.

The oar bangs against an iron bridge; the greenish Scine
mirrors the pure sky so well! The odour of dust and asphalt,
crowds, soldiers. A twenty-five-year-old officer, his face divided
by a wide black bandage beneath the eycs — no nose, probably,
an artificial jaw — is talking softly in his murdered-man’s voice
to his blonde marraine, who looks as though she had just
stepped out of a page of the rotogravure. This monster adorcs
you, Mademoiselle; you’d better close your eycs or look into
the distance. At the end of the green avenue the Carpeaux foun-
tain raises an acrial globe imprisoned by the metal of which it is
made.

Rue d’Assas: nobody. ‘That gentleman left last week .. . 1
think things over on a café terrace. Six o’clock: only one more
address. 1 saw a young man in front of rhe being accosted:
“Your papers?’ There is a sort of unscen manhunt going on
among the waves of passers-by. I practise trying to spot police-
men. The newspapers clamour of war. Noyon, Soissons, Reims,
bombardment. Posters clamour of war. Australians rub elbows
with Serbs. That little brunette at the next table, powdering her
nosc, after having judged me at a glance (‘Nothing doing’),
knows at the age of twenty how twenty races make love. I can
hear her telling her girl friend that last night, during the alert,
she was with a slow, torturous Japanese who didn’t care a thing
about the alert. ‘It wouldn’t have been funny to get killed at a
moment Jike that. ... 1 was thinking about it, you know. Sceims
they have gasses that {freeze you up right on the spot. ... What
would people have said, the next morning, when they found
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us. . .. The idea of that ridiculous death, braved by lewdness
and ‘work’, sets off pcarly laughter.

Let's go try our last chance at the rue Guénégaud. This Paris
crowded with men is for me still a wasteland. How to recognize
ourselves in these multitudes? ‘T'he comrades have burrowed
themselves into their narrow lives or only come out disguised
like cveryone else. If we exist in this city, it is as termites, in-
visible, gnawing at the high dike which the waves can’t over-
whelm. A seventy-six-year-old Jacobin whose Tatar’s head has
already acquired the tones and shadows of a dcath’s-head is
muttering into the white bushes of his moustache that we should
declare total war, move the f—ing government to Charenton,
send Caillaux to the firing squad: bring on dictatorship, the
mailed fist, a few more tons of blood to be drawn from this
foundering France, ‘et nous les aurons!” (and we’ll have them!).
Then he is moved to pity over some poor slaughtercd bugger in
the front lines. His youthful rebellions have soured, and he has
turned reactionary. He is full of the obstinate lust for life — he
who already has one foot in the grave in this time of mass
slaughter — the lust for victory - he, the old man in the rear who
knows everything of life for having used it up — while the virile
men at the front — their veins empty, who aspire only to keep
breathing but know what victories are worth, with what they
are paid, and the filthy profiteer’s face they wear — would like to
send the whole thing packing off to the devil. Bread rationing,
anaemic children, two hundred thousand women turning out
shells in the factorics; a million proletarians, pliant human ma-
chines imprisoned by steel cogs, working the metals, the gasses,
the leathers, the provisions, for the war, the war. Gaunt, im-
poverished Berbers collect the garbage at dawn. Tubercular
Annamites guard the prisons. By means of a marvellous al-
chemy, one hundred thousand businessmen transform pain,
courage, faith, blood, shit and death into streams of gold,
National Defence Bonds, solid issues, de luxe autos and de luxe
whores ... the rue Guénégaud wears the same face it wore ten
years ago, twenty years ago. 1t's a proper little old lady in a lace

bonnet.
*
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... If he is not there, what will become of me tonight in this
enemy city? A sixth-floor door. I knock sharply in the silence,
like someone throwing dice: odd or even — the sudden clarity
of chance. No sound - but the door opens wide, all at once,
framing the unknown comrade: close-cropped hair, big
triangular nose, the double shaggy brush of moustaches — a
dour type.

‘Monsieur Broux?’

‘That’s me.’

He is wecaring a soldier’s tunic and an old pair of black cor-
duroy pants. Behind him, in a glassed-in bookcase, yellow and
green books are lined up (Alcan collection, science, philo-
sophy). We stare at each other for a moment in the half-light;
it is the instant when, somewherc in the depths of a being, that
ineffable warmth, confidence, is born — or, that tiny cold blue
flame: mistrust. ‘I’m so-and-so. Here’s a note from Marie. And
regards from Lejeune as well. 1 have been mobilized but ...
there are several important buts. My papers are only half-way
in order, if notless ...’

‘Of course. | suspected as much,’ says Broux.

And, in spite of the darkness, I can see his dark-brown
glance, friendly perhaps, yes, timid: the glance of a man who is
a little afraid of men.

‘It’s all right. You’re in luck, my friend, for the place isn’t
very big. I don’t know what we would have done if there were
three of us. But my girl fricnd walked out on me two weeks ago.
You’ll be all right here. I have an excellent reputation; you can
sleep with both eyes shut. Wait a moment while I turn on the
light.’

We move into the white brilliance of an acetylene lamp hang-
ing above a table covered with white oilcloth. The books speak
quietly under their glass. Les Feuilles d’herbe, Le Chemin de
velours, L’Ethique: thus contemplation rises up, from a blade
of grass to the empyrean. The hum of Paris comes in through
the window opening on to a horizon of roofs. Here we are,
alone, two comrades among these four million men. Black
coffee steams in bowls. We break bread like a couple of good
companions, chance-met, sure one of the other, on the side of a
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road. Life is that road, and the war moves along it pushing grey
legions towards the shadows.

Broux, a convalescent, cscapes twice a week from the Vin-
cennes camp. He talks about men despairingly: ‘What a col-
lection of brutes!” and of his soldier’s life with a resigned
disgust: “T'he art of living consists in thinking. There arc a few
good moments: that is when, book in hand, you can lie down in
the grass for an hour ..

The comrades? The names and faces appear in our memories
as on a screen. In prison. ‘That other one in prison too. Van-
ished, perhaps a deserter. Mobilized. At the Front. Many are at
the Front. Several are dead, heroes in spite of themselves, with-
out believing in anything, full of helpless desolation. A few are
making it. Some c¢x-counterfciters have the Croix de Guerre,
‘We’ no longer exist. Wages are high in the factories; the wo-
men are having fun with all the soldiers in the world. Nothing
doing. Nothing.

‘No kidding, you really thought you could take the city?
Honestly? You're not trying to pull my leg a little?’

Here, a few anarchists, a few syndicalists, some¢ humani-
tarians. . . . In Germany a Liebknecht; one Liebknecht out of
millions of men, bespectacled, pushing his Sanitation Depart-
ment wheelbarrow. An Adler in the prisons of Austria, alone in
the clink, like Don Quixote, for having tilted at windmills . ..

‘And the Russians, what do you make of them? That tor-
rent? Kronstadt in mutiny?’

Broux shakcs his head. They will be crushed. How should
they not be crushed?

We are smoking, leaning out the window. The night comes in
like a cover of bluc gas. Suffocating sounds, pointed resistance
of lights. Lamps light up under the mansard roofs. Behind some
geraniums, a hanging lamp illuminates a family’s supper. Kids
calmly eat their soup, unawarc that the world is in peril. In the
sky a star moves out of the constellation of Andromeda and
descends slowly towards the horizon, steel cockpit bearing two
watchers like ourselves, armed with a machine gun. They see
the Seine rolling by, a blue cel with shining scales laid out
between rectilinear stoneworks.
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Let us wait; let us wait for the future, even if we are not here
to witness it. I have come from a country where the flame is
smouldering under the ashes and, at moments, flaring up. T am
going towards a country in flames: just yesterday it was the land
of the greatest passivity. All is not lost, since we are here, you
and I, with our certitudes, even when close to despair. Are you
really so sure that those two men, up there, in their star of
death, are not nourishing the same hopes as we? Do you know
how many men, tonight, in the trenches, confusedly desire the
same thing we desire? If, all at once, they could rise up, what a
clamour!



19 Paris

A large empty rectangle on the tapestry of this legation waiting
room betrays the absence of a portrait of the Emperor. I con-
sider for a moment that canvas turncd against the wall some-
where in an attic storage room among broken-down umbrellas
and faded screcns. Two colonels are chatting quietly under the
bare tapestry. The voyage of this canvas, by way of the service
stairs, may prove rather troublesome to their destiny. Several
young officers in high boots greet each other with precise bows
and clicking of heels: magnificent suppleness, these vigorous
bodies. St George Crosses, cigarettes held in slender fingers,
disdainful glances falling sharply in the direction of our corner.
What are we doing there, in fact: me, a printer dressed up in his
Sunday best and my neighbour, who introduced himself un-
ceremoniously: ‘Fleischmann. And you?’ More than shabby,
Fleischmann: moth-eaten, and, almost, broken down. But, not
quite — thanks to the old steel spring he carries somewhere in
him in place of a feeling heart. The jacket, four ycars ago grey
and well-tailored, no longer has any shape or form. Both
pockets bulge: one round with a half-head of Holland cheese,
easily rccognizable, the other square with a book containing
several bookmarks, themselves marked up in turn in a scrawl-
ing hand. His detachable celluloid collar displays a combination
of rancid yecllows and dubious whites bordering on yellow. A
three-day-old shave, a pair of comical pince-nez shored up in
the middle with a piece of that black cord (known as gen-
darme’s thread), perched slightly askew above a Galician nose;
large cyes, underlined with wrinkles. veiled by the parchment-
like lids of an old night owl conccaling an extraordinarily pre-
occupied, mobile and tenacious gaze that sticks to you, strips
you bare, insistent, and then suddenly turns away. A penniless
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Jew, well past forty: twenty years of struggles, of poverty, of
lecturcs in the cooperatives of the rue Mouffctard and the
clubs of Whitechapel, of illegal correspondence with the home-
land. I am guessing at this past, for our conversation is prac-
tical. T am ‘going home’ too. I want to go home in order ‘to
fight’, an official formula which fools no one. We will be
fighting in any case, but not in the manner in which these old
colonels understand the word. So we are in agreement: Let’s
have them receive us together.

Four paces across the carpet and the décor changes. Décor,
for here cverything is as in a stage play, from the sober pol-
iteness of the officer offering us his leather armchairs with a
gesture to our circumspect manner. The officer listens to us
amicably, his gaze gliding over my necktie and Fleischmann’s
in turn, which probably remind him of the realistic details in
naturalist novels. A handsome chronometer marks the times of
his appointments on his wrist. The harmony of style between
his silver epaulets and his American-style moustache, trimmed
every morning, is obvious. St George Cross. Harmonious
timbre of a charming conversationalist’s voice: ‘Gentlemen, or
rather comrades . . . (The mocking tonc echoes inside me
against El Chorro’s rough voice: compafieros. . . .) Here it is:
our case is a difficult one. England, exercising control of the
seas, is not overly willing to authorize the return of repatriated
people. Fleischmann and I, in these leather armchairs, confront
the great power on which the sun never sets. ‘We have no inten-
tion, I say, of forcing Admiral Beatty’s lines. ...” The best
advice this comrade can give us is to have ourselves inducted
jnto the corps fighting in Champagne: it shouldn’t be too
difficult. . .. With what prepossessing airs you open the door of
the trap for us, Comrade Do-nothing, Comrades-with-hand-
some-silver-epaulets! Let’s stay scrious, however. ‘I'll think
aboutit...

Flcischmann rises, adjusts his pince-nez, pushes back the
armchair - so comfortable that it scems to incline the unwary
sitter to compromise — and stuffing the half-head of Holland
cheese back into his right pocket with an angry fist, goes one
notch past the point of absurdity.
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In the middle of his tirade, the result of which is that he is
going to telegraph to the Executive Committee of the Soviets,
this grand phrase stands out:

‘But we are the revolution, do you understand!’

Fleischmann, me, many others — and millions of unknown
mugs. ‘The Provisional Government owes,” owes us. We face
the officer with the protracted stare of poor relations who bave
suddenly turned out to be creditors. He shakes his head. Yes.
Yes. Of course. He understands very well. He is all acqui-
escence in principle, but there are practical difficulties. Very
great ones. Besides — and I cannot say whether this is a cordial
digression, a diversion, or a veiled recall to order — ke too (in-
cluding the epaulcts?) belongs totally to the revolution. He
bears the name of a barrister who, in 1907, was nearly exiled;
Fleischmann’s anger dies down, neatly parried. There is no
longer any adversary and all of this, from beginning to end, is
like a joke. — ‘Think about it, comrades. Good-bye.” — ‘Good-
bye.’

*

‘Wait a minute,” murmurs Fleischmann in the corridor, ‘I
know an orderly here. ...” He turns out to be a young muzhik
from Riazan, wide cheekbones and horizontal eyes. Soft blond
fuzz covers his upper lip. His strong peasant’s hands hold a silver
tray on which, next to the Echo de Paris, a glass of tea
trembles.

... Telegram from Petrograd: REPRESS BY FORCE AFTER
ULTIMATUM.

This telegram was received yesterday. 1f they don’t surrender
today, the mutineers in the camp at La Courtine will be bom-
barded tomorrow in the name of the faraway revolution they
acclaim.

‘Do you think they will give the order to firc?’ asks the big

blond boy.
And the glass of ton trembles 2 littis more,
Fleischmann points his bristly chin ol die uoor which has just
Y J

closed behind us.
‘Those phony Comrades?’
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Obvious conclusion as crushing as the shrapnel which will
send fountains of blood spurting forth tomorrow, making rows
of corpses of blond soldiers just like this one in the barracks
rooms the day after . ..

From a distance of two thousand miles as the crow flies we
can sense the sleek, fat vermin of smiling traitors crawling over
the revolution. Behind this door, the ‘Comrade’ is adding notes
to our dossiers: suspicious (confidential).

*

Sam confirms the news. He has just comc from Champagne; his
division is in the second line. They call him Sam because he
landcd one day from the other side of the Atlantic, tall, thin,
hollow-cheeked, with a silky beard and a crooked smile re-
vealing a sct of cannibal teeth. Uncle Sam, born of real Cos-
sacks in a village of Little Russia, tempered by the penitentiary
at Orel (Great Russia), escaped from Sakhalin (at the far end of
the greatest Russia, on the border of the lands of the Rising
Sun), transformed by a few years at a good job in the factorics
of Pittsburgh (Pa., U.S.A.). The Russian soldier’s forest-green
tunic hangs loosely over his bony shoulders. His cold look and
his large, slightly twisted mouth suggest a mocking attitude.
‘Let’s not be in such a hurry,” he says. ‘We’ll arrive just in time
to occupy the cells of Kresty or to be shot by the Republic with
bullets inherited from the Empire.’

We stride along the Paris sidewalk on a sunny afternoon.
BossSARD ET PIGNOTEL FILS: Flags, Banners, and Pennants
of Every Kind. Established in 1876, gold medal at expositions.
... Here’s what we need, Sam. These ‘purveyors to H.M. the
King of Belgium’ can purvey to us in our turn. Turn about is
fair play! Ccclesiastical ornaments and multi-coloured silks
fringed with gold fill the window with the sacred emblems of
every creed in the universe. The Virgin’s banner, the oriflamme
of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Stars and Stripes, the black,
yellow, and red of the lack-land King of Turnes, the red cre-
scent of Tumsia and even the celestial sphiere ol Brazil on which
a whitc ribbon encompasses the star-studded heavens the better
to proclaim that the coffee planters’ motto is the very law of the
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universe: Ordem e progresso. Boussard, bald, with round owl
eyes red-rimmed from chronic conjunctivitis, greets his cus-
tomers at the threshold of a shop bathed in the discrcet half-
light of a sacristy. Some gilded halberds make one look forward
to the entrance of a solemn Swiss Guard. Then enters Pignotel
the Younger, the most jaded of the patriots of the class of 1919
horn-rimmed glasses and the look of a collegian dulled by
nights spent in brothels. Boussard and Pignotel purvey to every
fatheriand. Mcn of every race bleed under sitks embroidered in
their workshops by women on piecework, the prettiest of whom
spread their docile slaves’ knees to Pignotel the Younger. Sam
has come here on behalf of soldiers far from hore to look for
the emblem of a new fatherland.

‘We should like a flag, gentlemen, and as rapidly as possible

‘Russian, no doubt?’

Seen from the side, Sam’s polite smile adds a mocking grim-
ace to his Notre-Dame gargoylc’s profile.

‘Precisely, monsicur.’

The white, blue, and red silks are ready. Here are the styles.
All prices, like wholesale oils. The firm also prepares special
orders. Sam’s slender hand pushes the samples disdainfully
aside.

‘I beg your pardon, monsicur. There is a misunderstanding.
We would like, for the Russian 10th Division, a red flag bearing
these words in two languages: Russian Republic. ... Fringes
will not be necessary.’

For an instant the nocturnal Boussard and Pignotel the
Younger are round-eycd, like fish being pulled out of a fish
tank.

We do not know, gentlemen, if we will be able to furnish the
article for you. You would be very kind, gentlemen, if you
would come by again tomorrow or this evening, this evening
between six and seven. ... Gentlemen ...

*

The Rear smiles at the war — this lie covering everything, emp-
tier than a Detaille painting — with the smiles of all its Home
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Front soldiers, of all its profiteers, of all its general staffs, of all
its journalists, of all its little chippies so well appreciated by
clean warriors from overseas, of all its tipsy men on furlough
who don’t understand anything (. .. and anyway, it’s better not
to understand’). Astonishing frivolity of lifc a hundred miles
behind the firing lines in this age of mass slaughtcrs stage-mana-
ged like scenic effects on the stage of the Thédtre du Chatelet:
(‘Around Verdun, or Eighty Thousand Dead?’) Loungers, joy
girls, autos, cafés, newspapers. In the distance the towers of the
Trocadéro rise up over thc Seine against a pink sky imper-
ceptibly tinged with hazy blue. horizon-bluce. Paris abandons
herself to lifc under a Watteau sky. Our people are being fired
on at La Courtine. A camp, somewhere in Creuse, surrounded
by cannon in the middle of peaceful farmland. A shred of the
revolutionary throng snatched from our revolution: peasants
from Perm, workers from Tula, fishermen from arctic shores . ..

“Ihere werc too many men,’ said a drunkard whose gestures
secmed to be sending lyric messages to the stars in a dark street
yesterday. “There was no room left on the earth. Can you feel
how well off we are in the Rear? We’re really living now that
the war has made some room forus...’

Scientists could prove it better, with the help of graphs.
‘They’re firing on our people at La Courtine, do you hear,
Sam?’

‘No,’ says Sam seriously, ‘I don’t hear anything, unless it’s the
noise of the bus and the voices of two Canadians talking about
rugby.’

A soldier’s voice:

‘What’s the big fuss about? They're lucky if you ask me.
They still won’t be as badly off as we are where I come from,
over near Berry-au-Bac.

One gentleman’s opinion:

‘Discipline is the law of armies. Besides, monsieur [this is not
spoken aloud, for decorum’s sake, but addressed to me in an
aside which I can hear quite clearly], T find your indignation
most displeasing. What are you doing here anyway? The Rear
must be purged.’

It is being purged. Denunciations, suspicions, that peculiar
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second sight that spots the spy, that marvellous sharp hearing
which can hear - through hotel room walls — defeatist talk
mingled with the sighs and groans — send police sleuths scur-
rying out on countless lcads. Men in dinner clothes, soon to be
ticd to posts at Vincenncs, are holding forth in salons. A rare
gourmet with a triple chin and greasy neck, who collects erotic
etchings in the evening, demands the establishment of a Patri-
otic Inquisition every morning in his newspaper. Someone
enters furtively into a prison cell where a strange sick man with
enormous Creole eyes dreams distractedly, speaks softly to him,
raises his curly head, passcs a noose around his neck with lulling
gestures, and tightens . .. tightens. ‘More arrests are imminent.
The beauty of Paris smiles on implacably like summer.



20 Meditation During an Air Raid

When the sirens, announcing the approach of enemy squadrons,
begin to shriek into the night, and footsteps hurry down the
stairway under the furtive glow of candles, we sit down at the
window. Broux carefully hides the bowl of his pipe under his
hand, and I'm not entirely certain that it’s in jest. “You ought to
go down,’ he told me the first time. ‘Personally I'd just as soon
not bother. All those half-dressed pcople in the cellar are not
exactly pretty. You'll see the little old lady from the fourth
floor in her bathrobe and curlers hugging a horrible poodle with
an almost human expression in her witch’s arms; you’ll see my
pretty neighbour, with hardly any clothes on, fresh from her
bed but wearing lipstick, her nose powdered. Perhaps you will
dream of how in forty years her desirable arms will be as flesh-
less as those of the witch with the poodle. What finer theme
for meditation, down at sewer level, during an air raid?’ He
talks this way sometimes, in an even voice, and the words of his
sentences fall into place with a mufiled rhythm. I can see that he
must be capable of writing beautiful letters in which round
phrases fall nicely into place and where the ideas rise up with a
serenity mingled with irony and finesse. ‘I only went down there
once, and then only to climb back up four steps at a time at the
end of the alert. You see I feel so good here, among my books,
that even for being killed in the place would not be a bad
one...

There arc only two portraits, side by side, between the book-
case and the bed - two fraternal old men: the great Walt, white
and hoary. of Sands at Seventv: Tlisée Reclus, high brow
crowned with white ash, siein took like a {ine ray of light pen-
etrating from across vast spacces. Broux says:

‘If by chance a bomb were to destroy all this’ — with a wave
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of his hand he designates the books squeezed into their book-
case, the two portraits, a pile of notebooks bound in black
oilcloth over in one corner —~ ‘frankly, I’d just as soon not out-
live it. This is all I have in the world. Tt is my rcfuge. 1 am
-attached to it. Whereas life . .

We philosophize. The sirens have stopped wailing. The night
- like other nights. Grey clouds move slowly across a back-
ground of stars. Explosions crackle on endlessly. We see
nothing out of the ordinary. Yet somewhere, up there above
these clouds. among the phosphorescent shadows crossed by
fresh gusts from distant continents, men dressed in leather are
trying to fix this city in their bombsights. And explosive
blossoms, forming concentric circles in the middle of the sky,
search for them — hunters made prey — in turn. This game lasts
about thirty minutes.

Broux is talking about his former shopmates (he is a cabi-
netmaker); about the duties, totally ridiculous duties, which he
performs at Vincennes; about the manifesto, 7o Mothers, pub-
lished by a few comrades who have just been arrested, a rather
mediocre piece of work. ‘As if the mothers could do something
about it!”” And, suddenly uncovering the glowing bowl of his
pipe, he concludcs:

‘It is impossible to escape.’

A prison, this city, this country, the war, Europe.

‘And America, Japan,New Zealand, Mozambique, Borneo! A
prison — the universe. Even in the brush, in the untamed jungle,
they count out money, bend men’s backs under the rod, obey
orders, go about their dirty jobs. Everywhere it is necessary to
undergo fourteen hours of pain, of servitude, or of degradation
each day, depending on the circumstances, in order to reach the
fifteenth, which may be spent with the great Walt or old Elisée.
And yct I'm one of the lucky ones,’ says Broux, ‘for the intensity
of the work is less crushing in the workshops than in the factor-
ies. I am not totally brutalized in the evening. Those who work
in factorien. on the fine, come out eshaisted in the evening,
good for the movies, oid boy. ... And all washed up at the age
of forty: good for the little café . . .’

He who trics to save his life will lose it. A handful, out of
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thousands, get rich, discover the other side of the world through
the windows of sleeping cars. The moncy costs them dearly, and
there is always the risk of ncver making it. To step over the
bodies of a hundred others in order to become one of those
thickheaded scum, the nouveau riche? To grab up sous, then
francs, then gold louis out of the misery of other men and then
to say that the world is well made, when everyone who fills his
lungs with the fresh air of the beach is followed by an invisible
train of men and women bent under their tasks, imprisoned by
the machines as in a vice, imprisoned by hunger, by love, by the
wish to live, for the wheels are grinding perfectly when all a
man’s desires fall back on him with the weight of chains?

Civilization reaches its high point in this scnseless combat
above the Louvre, which bombs that are in no sense ‘strays’
may very well be destroying at this very moment. The bombing
plane closes the cycle that began with the victory at Sam-
othrace. Masterpieces of ingenuity, summing up the work of all
races in all times — millions of men suffering, striving, daring —
seek each other out, with the greatest human lucidity, in order
to destroy each other; yet it’s only an artillery duel. And the
essential business of this city consists in turning out shells.

‘It’s a question to ask ourselves if we’re not mad. But who are
the madmen, in God’s name? Those who wonder about it, or
the others? If we ever began to speak out loud, what would they
do with us, tell me?’

Broux has stopped believing in rebellion since he saw rebels
gouging their money out of the blood of old landladies and then
being pushed off to the guillotine like the monsters who strangle
little girls.* ‘There are stray forces, like your friend Haiti,
the landowner at Grande Saline. They are wasted forces. It’s
mathematical: either they adjust or they will be cut down. Your
Negro was born to leave his skull, more or less full of holes,
among a whole pile of other skulls, under a monument to be
erccted by the cannon makerslateron . ..

The working class does cvery kind of job. except its own,

*Allusion to the ‘Bonnot Gang® or ‘Tragic Bandits® of French anarchy
whose fate decply affected the young Victor Scrge (see translator’s bio-
graphical note on Victor Scrge, p. 238).
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without, when all is said and done, being aware of its own
existence. How can you expect it to emerge from this nullity
when every morning they measure out the fodder for its belly
and the fodder for its mind: so much bread and meat on the
ration card, so much poison for the mind. Tell me, do you
remember the myth of the general strike? A real myth, right?
And of the “insurrection against the war? Those who used to
demand it are now demanding that thcy bomb Munich to
wreak vengeance on thc Pinacothck for the risks run by the
LLouvre, about which they don’t give a damn anyway. The
Kaffir warrior who lay sleeping within their souls has awak-
ened: ‘An eye for an eye . . . We will all end up blind, for they
will put out our eyes too . ..

Somewhere 1 read a report about the Quinze-Vingts Hos-
pital. There are several badly wounded men living there who
have no more arms or legs, and who are blind.

Haven’t you ever been grazed by a bus in the street and
secretly wished for an accident? When you go home after
having done some dirty job for a hundred sous. When you have
cheated a comrade for fifty francs, because it was the last thing
you could think of before throwing yourself into the Seine or
cutting the throat of an old gentleman going home late at night?
Haven't you ever looked at things and told yourself coldly that
you would rather not be there any more? I can tell you how
refreshing it is. If you are passing through the war in order to
get to the revolution, then do your filthy soldier’s job as well as
you can and don’t weigh yourself down with scruples; that’s
my advice. After Factory Man, half-way between Shantytown
Man and Bar-room Man, Trench Man is still a fine specimen of
humanity. Just tell yourself that life — after what they’ve made
of it — is not such a great good that it is a crime to take it or an
evil to lose it.

The bombardment dies in the distance and disappears. We do
not know that a house has just been split in two and that a
nestful of crushed children is struggling under the wreckage. The
silence has nearly the perfection of infinitude. We do not know
that a Gotha is flaming in the fields ten miles from here; that
two human forms, instantaneously emptied of human content,
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are being thrown up, cradled, rolled, and cast down there by
the sumptuous flames. Eyes which were full of this night, of
these stars, of that anxiety of battle when, an hour ago, you
pointed out to me with your hand the two fraternal portraits
hanging behind us, have seen the world come to an end in a
blaze of fire like a collision of stars. It is nothing; exactly
nothing. Newspapers: ‘Last night’s Gotha raid was not marked
by any notable incidents. The damage was insignificant.’

‘In short,’ says Broux, ‘impossible to live. I withdraw into my
corner and 1 read. 1 try to live a little anyway, but unnoticed, in
order to be forgiven for that. What is to be done? the im-
possible?’

*

The revolution? Who will make it? Cannon, machines, poison
gas, money, the masses. Masses of men like you, yanked bodily
out of their submissiveness in the end, without at first un-
derstanding anything about it — by cannon, machines, poison
gas, money. Don't you see, Broux, your two great old men,
Walt and Elisée, are not good masters. I could almost hate
them, [ who love them. Their fault is in being admirable. They
arouse us to the impossible; they almost make it possible. It is
not for us to be admirable! We must be precise, clear-sighted,
strong, unyielding, armed: like machines, you see. To set up a
vast enterprise for demolition and to throw ourselves into it
with our whole being because we know that we cannot live as
long as the world has not been made over. We need technicians,
not great men or admirable men. Technicians specialized in the
liberation of the masses, licensed demolition experts who will
have scorn for the idea of personal escapism because their work
will be their life. To learn to take the mechanism of history
apart; to know how to slide in that extra little nut or bolt some-
where — as among the parts of a motor — which will blow the
whole thing up. There it is. And it will cost whatever it costs.



21 Fugitives Cast Two Shadows

‘What? You, here?’ exclaimed Philbert, standing on the edge of
the sidewalk of the rue de Buci, a newspaper in his hand. ‘Will
you have some coffee? One should always appreciate coffece in
troubled times. Humanity is wailing and suffering: let us sip the
delectable mocha slowly; mine will be the egoist’s cup, yours
whatever you wish; but it will leave the same bittersweet taste
in our mouths.’

He took me by the arm and we went into a bar. I am rather -
fond of Philbert, who is nicknamed, depending on one’s mood,
Fil-en-quatre, Fil-A-I’anglaise, Fil-a-la-patte, for he makes no
bones about being a bastard and is agrecably intelligent. He is
looking rather well, in spite of having the pasty look of a night
owl who must have carried some rather nasty diseases; in fact,
he gives an almost elegant appearance, in spite of a certain pim-
pish air about him. His handshake, cordial, moist, and flabby is
the handshake of a good pal who is ‘a bit of an s.0.b.” His
brown eyes — the eyes of a native of the Belleville quarter —
make it easy for him to pass for Spanish. In private, he tells me
that he is a draft dodger and performs certain vague and lu-
crative dutics in the market aux Halles at night. The charm of
his conversation comes from a certain topsy-turvy cynical ideal-
ism.

‘So you ran out on them, eh, your half-baked revolution-
aries? You were perfectly right, my friend, I would have done
the same. It’s much better, I assure you, to work the rackets in
Paris, even in these terrible times, than to set up barricades
under the Mcditerrancan sun. Is Lejeune still holding up?
Would you like a job in our combine: inspecting iceboxes?
You’d be able to have that ideal relationship that Don Juan
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never had: the eternal female and refrigerated beef from La
Plata. General coefficient: the war.

‘No! Really? You’re leaving for Russia? Been mobilized?
You must have been broke for the fast six weeks; or maybe it’s
your wifc who’s turned you into a neurotic. ... For after all,
you know very well that one should always be in favour of
revolutions — when they happen — try to profit from them, and
avoid them like tornadoes. Besides, what could be more
comfortable than a decaying world?’

Therce is, however, something in his mocking way of un-
dressing ideas, like a tiny diamond in a lump of cow dung. ...
His normally deceitful look, belying his biting words, hesi-
tates at times, timid, ready to steal away, ready to yield to a
private gloom. He probably doesn’t feel very well, alone by
himself.

‘Where are you staying? With Broux? A good man. But a
jerk. All thosc important problems must give him a headache;
the morc he thinks, the stupider he gets and the prouder he is of
himself. A kind of onanist, like all thinkers.’

As we are about to separate, Phil adds:

‘It’s a quiet spot, but watch out anyway. Fugitives cast two
shadows: their own and the stool pigeon’s.” °

Suzy, for whom he had been waiting, comes towards us
through the street where the sunlight dances. A double ray
glimmers under the shade of the brim of her felt bonnet. Our
three shadows converge into one, star-shaped shadow.

Suzy, with her pretty grey-gloved hand around Philbert’s
arm, looks at me and admires him. Her eyes seem to say to me:
‘Isn’t he wonderful, and so intelligent, and so brave, my lover, if
you only knew! And there are mysteries in his life . . " Mys-
teries like the ones in well-made novels. A fragile, almost sickly
bliss radiates from this couple.

‘Come over to our house for dinner tonight,” Philbert pro-
poses. ‘You'll see what kind of housckeeper my baby is. You
should spend the night with us. You know, a fugitive ought to
slecp oui from time to time, just on principle. You never know
when will be the right time.

Tempted, 1 refusc. I have an appointment. Phil inquires:
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business or pleasure? — and as I hesitate to answer, he makes a
hasty guess: ‘Oh, well then that’s sacred. Good luck.’

*

Joy comes at will. T began my day well with this meeting. Was
it, later on, Sam’s good mood, in spite of the disastrous news
from the camp of La Courtine? Was it the mecting with three
comrades in a Charonne café where truck drivers drink at the
counter? Marthe had brought some rather poorly written hand-
bills from a Billancourt factory. She told us about her trick of
posting them in the washrooms or of slipping them into girl
friends’ pockets in the locker room. ‘Let ’em look! Let ’em
look!” she said. ‘Unseen and unknown. There are four of us out
of four hundred, but they think we’re everywhere.” Marthe, her
nose aquiline, her mouth large, teeth healthy, round breasts
straining the satinctte of her bodice, hands masculine but cool
as if they had just come out of fresh water; Marthe and her way
of walking like a blonde mare with cropped hair. ... Next to
her, Pellot, of the ditchdiggers, still wanted by the police, low-
slung, flourishing moustache, jovial, digging into words and
things with the same rhythmic movement of his whole being
with which he digs up great shovel loads of carth at the con-
struction yards. ‘What we should hope for,” he was saying, ‘is a
big push from the German side, with a break-through and
everything. It'd all go sky high, like in Russia. It'd be splendid?’
Was it, finally, these four lines of scrawlish writing from El
Chorro: ‘The party was not a success, but we'll try it again.
Gusano sends his best.” Grim communiqué on three days of
strect fighting (seventy dead?).

‘Would you like to come for a walk, Broux?’

‘No. My legs have alrcady done ten miles today. I'd rather
read.’ .

He sat down at the window:; his low, stubborn forchead, his
large straight nosc, and his bushy moustache were silhouetted
against the backdrop of a saffron-coloured sky. How could I
know that we would never sec cach other again?

‘Really feels good, eh?’

The threads of ideas we have pursued together in this room
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come together in my mind, blowing gently in the breeze of this
brisk parting like spider webs shimmering in the wind. With his
worn-out fungs, his obstinate self-effacement, his bookish tim-
idity, Broux is none the less a strong man; by means of his
awareness of how impossible it is to live, he raises himself pre-
cisely to a higher possibility of living, to an endurance which is
more sure of itsclf because it believes it has nothing more to
lose. From his weakness he was able to create a strength; from
his despair, an acquiescence; from his acquiescence, a hope. ...
I rapidly descend that staircase which I usually find tiring.
Broux’s image fades away, absorbed into a saffron-coloured sky
in which I imagine cranes with great flapping wings, flying. The
flight of a bird traced in delicate strokes across a translucent
porcelain vase. Fujiyama in the background. Faustin appears
for an instant and crosses a landing with me. Wherc is he, Faus-
tin, stray, unself-conscious force wandering mindlessly like a
specar thrown through dense foliage? Well, what does it matter?
I shall follow the strect until the quai, then the guai up to the
Pont des Arts,

Two gentlemcen are conversing with the concierge in the nar-
row hallway. On the sidewalk a flash of gold, infinitely delicate,
reflection of the nuances of the sky more imagined than seen.

‘Pardon me, monsieur,’ I say.

And T comprehend instantaneously, pinched between the
walls and two hulking shapes, that everything — this bright side-
walk only six feet away, the Pont des Arts, Broux’s steady
voice, the two white-maned portraits, our meetings — is com-
pletely finished. All of that was suspended on a shimmering
thread: and now it has snapped. And everything comes falling
down, down. An animal caught in a trap resists, bitcs against
the steel, struggles for a long while before comprehending. But
I understood immediately. The bulkier of the two men, heavy
with wine, has a strange high-pitched voice which squeaks out
from under his heavy, curved moustache stained around the
corners of his mouth.

.. Youre not armed?’

My pockets are already being frisked with deft hands by his
companion, a pock-marked man wearing yellow shoes. I have
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an enormous weight in the pit of my stomach. T close my eyes
for a second. All you can ever say to yourself is: ‘Let’s go,” as if
you were jumping through a trap door blindfolded with your
feet tied together. Here I go. Was that all?

*

T know all about this drudgery of scarches and interrogations 1n
advance. These premises, thesc men, these questions are the
same in every country of the world: and afterwards you always
have the same fecling of coming out completely dressed, but
soaked to the skin with dirty water.

‘Move on ahecad,’ the pock-marked man in the yellow shoes
says to me.

We are alone in a corridor painted chocolate up to eye level,
cold as a cellar. Staggering drunkards, unnerved murderers, dis-
consolate pickpockets, querulous demonstrators with staved-in
ribs have followed this route towards the dark bench on which I
will sleep.

The pock-marked man slows his step; so do I. T clear my
throat. He opens door number 3. A cell like any other. Why is
he taking so long to lock me up? He vacillates for a moment. I
can see the grease spots on his vest. His face is yellowed, faded.
His round straw hat cuts across his forehead. Narrow eyes un-
der wrinkled eyelids, the wide, thin, slightly protuberant
mouth of an ageing toad. He pulls a copy of L’Intransigeant
and a packet of Marylands out of his pocket and hands them
to me:

‘T'ake these; they’ll help you pass the time.’

Then I notice his grey and wrinkled hand, which is probably
cold. I'm about to yell: ‘Get the hell out of here, will you, and
lcave me in peace!’ but my glance falls to his flabby feet in their
yellow shoes and they seem - I don’t know why — pitiful to me.
I take the newspaper and the cigarcttes without a word. The
pock-marked man heaves a sigh.

‘If you only knew how sick T am of all this!” he says
clumstly.

The pause which follows lasts perhaps a sccond; but it is
singularly heavy and futile.
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‘Do you know who turned you in?’ resumes the pock-marked
man. ‘Tt was Fil-cn-quatre. A bastard”

And he backs away all at once, like a spring unwinding. The
door clangs shut; the key turns twice in the lock.



22 Dungeon

The examining magistrate, after studying Letter of Transit
No. 662491, told me that he was signing my rclcase. I already
fecl like a stranger in this cell. I am better able to notice the
stench of rancid filth rising from the straw mattress. Somewhere
in my skull I can hear the word ‘freedom’ ringing protractedly.
Like a stone falling into a deep well, a bottomless well, re-
bounding from one wall to the other.

Our expectations are rarely fulfilled, almost always inter-
rupted. The door swings open like a blast of wind.

‘Get your things together.’

I follow the guard with the easy step of a free man. I already .
begin to look at things through a spectator’s eyes.

‘Halt.

We are standing in front of a metal door from behind which
a strange muttering can be heard. The guard, his nose pimply,
his neck brick red, opens this door slowly. The door to the
outside world, no doubt. I calculate the time it will take to get
through the record office. Twenty to thirty minutes. Then the
street. Do you know that there is something wondrous in each
step you take in the street? ...

The room is as spacious as the waiting room of a small
station, but hardly resembles one with its enormous columns, its
Romanesque arches, and this drab impoverished light of a
large prison. It could be a Piranesi prison. Prison of all ages,
court of miracles, blind alley. Places with no exit are all alike
and all unlike any other places. Emaciated figures wander
through a semi-transparent fog. An old Jew — long overcoat,
filthy bowler, flossy beard, obliterated from {ront, side, and
threc-quarters profile by poverty’s sores like a postage stamp
whose effigy is completely blotted out by greasy ink - is pacing
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mechanically up and down. Poor wretches out of Goya are
squatting towards the rear, in a dark corner; some suspicious-
looking beggars scem to be dragging themselves towards me
and I suddenly find mysclf surrounded by them. They have sly,
cunning faces, shapeless jackets, dirty necks, grimy hands.
‘Where do you come from? Who are you? Vagrant or deportee

..?2” Onc of them could be a well-thrashed Sancho Panza; he is
biting his nails and staring at me like a beast chewing its cud.
His fresh-coloured cheeks are covered with a reddish fuzz. Sud-
denly the swarm of vermin divides and a handsome pale man
with a sailor’s beard and eyes like burning coals, a kind of
pirate, presents himsel with outstretched hand. T am unable to
catch his guttural name, but the rest is clear:

‘... citizen of the United States. Deserter from the Okla-
homa, big American ship. Deportee. And you?’

‘Me,’ [ say mockingly, ‘citizen of the world. Free.

The pirate bursts into wild laughter. His laughter secmed to
put bats to flight undecr the caves.

‘O-0-0-boy! We're all free here. Mister Pollack (that’s the old
Jew who is now passing in front of us, stroking his beard with a
diaphanous hand) for the past forty-seven days; Mister Nounés
of the Argentine Republic (that’s Sancho Panza), a good fellow,
the old rascal, for the last fourteen. The others average from
five to thirty.’

Then Stein, the Alsatian, comes up. A sabre wound received
in the Taza Pass gave him a harelip which is now half-hidden
under a thick stubbly beard. He says:

‘Five years in the Foreign Legion. Wounded three times. I've
been “free” like this for six months now. Seventeen days in the
big room. Eaten alive by cooties; take a look.’

With both violent hands he tears open the collar of his dirty
black shirt and reveals a hairy chest covered with sickly red
stripes from the itch.

‘Make yourself comfortable,” resumes the sailor from the
Ollahoma quietly. ‘Come on, There’s a very nice spet in my
corier.”

In the evening they throw the straw mattresses down from a
height of several yards, in a cloud of dust, to groups of men
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thrashing about and swearing. We stretch ourselves out on ours
and talk. Jerry Jerry, citizen of the United States, tells me,
slowly, with energetic gestures, in satisfactory French mingled
with guttural English, the story of his travels through Colorado
and Utah before he became a sailor — after a rather unexpected
and very unpleasant adventure about which he says nothing but
whose memory silences him for a moment.

‘Listen to this. Once — une fois — at Alamosa near the Rio
Grande ../’

He tells of Indian reservations, of rivers between the high
cliffs of the Grand Canyon, of the Rocky Mountains, of double-
dealing innkeepers, of the easy money you can make in land
speculation, of the joyful bankruptcy of one of his friends, of
the insurance business. . .. In the opposite corner, some men are
shooting craps. The dice are made of dried-out bread crumbs.
An ill-tempered little Spaniard has just lost his jacket. He tears
it off and throws it angrily into the winner’s face. Stein, bare-
chested under his jacket, is patiently pulling the ticks out of his
shirt: although he is six paces away, L can hear the insects crack-
ing under his thumbnail. The electricity is so poor, the room
seems filled with yellowish smoke.

The old Jew is stretched straight out asleep, with his bowler
over his eyes and his hands folded across his chest: the white-
ness of those old hands seems vaguely luminous.

*

A young rogue resembling Punch gambols up, on tiptoe,
towards the sleeping old man, and gets ready to send his hat
flying with a tap. Jerry’s eyes follow the direction of my glance;
he turns around as if gathering himself for a spring, his face
suddenly tense and hardened. But he only goes:

“Tsss ... i

And this slight metallic grating of the teeth has the effect of a
knife held at the end of a muscular arm: it stops the rogue, non-
plussed, dead in his tracks: Punch, thrown into confusion, leaps
grotesquely to the side and collapses like a rag doll at the foot of
a wooden partition.

‘Poor Mister Pollack,” murmurs Jerry, lying on his back, his
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arms folded behind his neck. ‘What kind of a dog’s life must he
have lead? He detests me, do you know? He detests me: why? [
don’t know.’

We remain awake for a long while, in silence. And 1 can feel
my neighbour’s dark eyc boring into me with brutal insistence.
We arc perhaps the only ones left awake, for the night must be
well advanced. All time is the same in this yellowish mist, filled
with protracted, exhausted snoring.

Finally Jerry leans over to me and says, very low and right
into my face:

‘Who are you?” And he adds: ‘No point in lying with me.
Nothing to fear.’

How do 1 explain ‘a revolutionary’ to him? While 1 grope
with my words, his face lights up.

‘T get it. Like the LW.W. (Industrial Workers of the World).
They’re a good bunch, all right. We killed one of ’em in Ala-
bama.’

At this recollection a vague grimace, perhaps the beginnings
of a crooked smile, twists his even mouth and accentuates the
planes of his face.

‘You'll never get anywhere,” he says. ‘But you’re right any-
way. Good night.’

Jerry and Stein reign over the big room. Jerry says he can
knock out his man with one right to the jaw. Stein explains:
‘Me, I break in their tecth. I've never been able to do it any
other way.’ They have never struck anyone here. Their law is an
unwritten law, but it is just and strong.

Someone is talking in a dream, visited by joy. A stifled laugh
rises, stumbles and falls into the mire of our silence.



23 Nothing is Ever Lost

A soft rain heightens the nuances of the landscapes. The red-
tiled roofs have a sharp freshness. I could almost believe that
I've been dreaming the big room and those all-night talks with_
Jerry, if Nounés the Argentincan weren’t snoring quictly on the
seat at my left; and if the fat gendarme accompanying us
weren’t snoozing as well, with his thumbs hooked into his belt,
across from me. The Argentinean is dressed in the gabardine of
a cardsharp down on his luck. The grey-haired, runny-nosed
gendarme looks a little like a great foundered ox. He snorts and
sniffles every five minutes; his red fingers, which make you
think of half-cooked shellfish, fidget slowly: he half-opens one
eye, distractedly checks our presence, and resumes his siesta.
Villages with slate roofs follow villages with red-tiled roofs.
Some oxen make their way through the rain-soaked grass led by
a boy in wooden shoes. A train full of wounded men goes by,
beaten by the rain: anacmic faccs, returned to a sort of plaintive
childhood or lighted, one might think, from within by a heatless
flame, appear for an instant behind the speeding windows. The
November sun, breaking through clouds driven from the ocean
by cold winds, suddenly projects extraordinary patches of
brightness over the mecadows. Here is a road wending its ser-
pentine way between cropped yew trees. The train’s pacc slack-
ens. Stretch your hand out imperceptibly towards the
compartment door, open it sharply, leap straight out, hit the
ground somewhcre at the base of the embankment, then make a
run towards that cluster of golden trecs over there under the
rainbow. My leg muscles awaken, my hand gets ready, § am on
the watch, coiled up bencath a feigned guiescetice — dreaming
of the gravel path through the meadows. . . . Indced, to walk on
the moist earth, under a lcaden sky pierced by cataracts of
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sunlight is well worth the chance of a bullct. But will he shoot,
this fat garlic soup eater? Anyway, let him shoot! (I shrugged to
myself.)

But he stirs. His chest puffs out, his jaws spread apart for a
full thirty seconds in a bulldog yawn; the invisible film of
drowsiness has fallen from his eyes.

‘Let’s go,” he says. ‘We're there.

The moment of sunshine has ended. The rain beats against
the windows. | stare at the man’s red hands, close to the re-
volver holster, with an absurd hatred — and I am astonished to
discover that I only hate thosc hands. I'm indifferent to the rest
of the man.

*

We had something to eat in a sub-prefecture wineshop. The
Argentinean is getting familiar with our gendarme whom he
addresses as ‘Monsieur Edouard’ and for whom he asks my
permission to buy a cigar, at my expense.

‘As for you, my boy,” says Monsieur Edouard to him cordi-
ally, ‘you’re no more of an Argentincan than I am ...

A little Taugh of complicity still fills out our well-thrashed
Sancho Panza’s face:

‘Well, what do you expect, after living in Paris for twenty-
seven years!’

“IT'wenty-seven out of twenty-seven, right? Less three in the
clink at Loos or Fontevrault, I'd wager,” Monsieur Edouard
ripostes with verve. ‘And if you know anything about Buenos
Aires, it can only be the brothels. . .’

So much perspicacity vexes my companion, who tries his best
not to show it. But I'm beginning to know him. His pitiful
wilted collar is spread open around a chubby neck creased by
hundreds of tiny wrinkles. His soul is like his flesh: flabby, with
a strange capacity for adhering to things, to beings. He is al-
ways lying, quietly deceitful, spitefully craven. In the big room,
he used o perform occult missions for Stein, who made his
living extoriing hush money {rom obscure sources, and shined
Jerry’s shoes. He carried my bundles, under the pretext that he
has nothing to carry himself, that it makes him feel good to
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carry something, and that I have no right to put on airs with
him ‘just because he has no education’. Embarrassed, he is
chewing on the wide, flat nails of his chubby hand. And I think
I can guess, from an indefinable timbre of his voice, that he has
found a way of taking revenge.

‘I haven’t been to Bucnos Aires in a long time, that’s true,” he
concedcs. ‘I used to live part of the time in Levallois, and part
of the time at Chilons. Do you know Chilons, Monsieur Ed-
ouard? I was back there during the war, when the Front was
passing that way ...

Monsieur Edouard has the look of a cunning vintner. The
uniform goes well with his corpulence. His blotchy face easily
loses all trace of joviality. He has the piercing sidewise glance
and the disquieting voice (barely concealing legalized brutality
under a self-assured reserve), that are necessary when asking
people for their papers. It is in that voice that he carclessly
drops these words between two puffs of smoke:

‘And what did you happen to be doing in Chilons during the
fighting?’

The Argentinean puts on his most innocent air, the air of a
complete idiot whose face you’d love to slap but who looks at
you with the disarming eyes of a young heifer.

‘T stopped to kiss my Aunt Eulalie. But I’ll never forget what
I saw there, Monsieur Edouard. There was a butcher about a
hundred yards from my aunt’s place, see? Well just imagine:
some poilus — the savages, think of it! - had hung up two gen-
darmes in uniform, by the chin, in the butcher-shop window,
with their hands tied behind their backs and their pants pulled
down. ... Oh! It wasn’t a pretty sight to see, you can believe
me! There wasa fatone ...

Is Monsieur Edouard going to burst? The blood rushes to his
hardened face. His eyelids narrow over a pointed stare with
which he fixes us, each in turn: me, impassible; the Ar-
gentinean, paternal. He crushes out his cigar with rage in the
ash tray.
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The grim, gravelled street is lined with white, one-storey houscs.
Lead by Monsieur Edouard, we go to our lodging for the night.
We won'’t arrive at the suspects’ detention camp at Tréey until
tomorrow. The gendarme hurrics his step, in silence, with his
uniform cap pulled down over his eyes and his heavy jaw pro-
truding, which gives him the profile of a classical Pandarus. The
sly Argentinean persists in exasperating him. It is to me that he
addresses himself, telling out his entire rosary of dirty and stu-
pid stories all of which take place in Chalons. His mouth is full
of that name; he savours it, underlines it, plays on it like a
bugle; and, if there’s a story about a cuckold, it’s always the
butcher of Chélons. The gendarme feigns a haughty de-
tachment, but he hears very well. His neck is red as a brick.

We arc to sleep in a cellar, a sort of low kennel between a
stable in which you can hear the horses snorting and the shed
where they keep the fire pumps. A wide stall full of straw fills
this nook. The dormer window gives out on to a courtyard: the
shafts of a cart are visible there, rising over a dung heap. A
barrel stinks of urine; a gardener’s watering can is full of de-
lectable water. We soon discover that a man is sleeping under
the straw: a sorry railroad worker of whom only a pair of pink
feet with widely spaced toes emerge. The Argentinean is indig-
nant over this treatment. ‘The convicts at St-Martin-de-R¢ are
kept better than this! Are we free, yes or no? When I think of
my dignity . . .’ Happily, he doesn’t think of it often. Is he
trying to put me on? This kennel is as good as another, and a
kennel is just as good as a hole in the mud, a cell in 2 model
prison, or the soft bed of a profiteer or a gendarme! The sun is
going down; I hurry over to the dormer window to spread out
some newspapers bought on the way; I haven’t seen a paper
since my arrest. What is this? ‘... it is generally believed that
the German agents will be unable to hold power for more than
a few weeks. ...” A RADIO TELEGRAM I'ROM THE PEOPLES’
COMMISSARS . . . ‘latest details on thc taking of the Winter
Polace . . 2 “The Soviels” peace offer . . 2 A thick slime of
words — ‘treason, infamy, barbarism, bloody anarchy, in the
pay of Germany, the dregs and scum of the population’, of
course! — clings to these dispatches. One might imagine them
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clipped at random, by a child, out of some big history book —
the history of future times? These waves of opprobrium poured
over men and cvents, this bubbling lava is what enlightens me
the most. 1 am better able to see the white pebbles shining on
the bottom of the flood through thesc muddy waves. I am able
to see that at last we had taken, in the world, cities: prisons —
prisons? — general staff headquarters, and what else? God
knows. What would we have taken, what would we¢ have done,
Dario, if we had taken that city towards which we were stretch-
ing out our hands from the other end of FEurope? 1 question
myself and 1 am astonished to find myself so ill-prepared for
victory, unable to see beyond it, and yet feeling so clcarly that it
is we, we (mysclf as well, cven though I am in this kenncl) who
have taken, conquered, thousands of miles from here, I don’t
know what ...

The night is now total: it is raining. A lantern projects a
feeble yellowish glow on the courtyard wall opposite. Thanks to
the reflection which comes into our kennel, we are able to see
each other dimly: black, with ghostly heads pierced by dark
gaps. The railroad worker stirs pondcrously in the straw, like an
animal.

‘Good news?’ asked the Argentinean. ‘What’s happening out
in the world?’

‘Let me sleep, Noundés.’

I stretch out in the straw. I can hear Nounés stirring; and
then I hear him laughing; in the darkness h¢ hands me some-
thing: a flat bottle. How in the hell had he been able to get hold
of it?

The wine pours its warmth through our veins. This straw is
not really disagreeable. I should like to think through the ideas
which these newspaper dispatches have dragged out of the
limbo where they were dormant in my brain. History is irre-
versible. This victory is already definitive, as fragile and un-
certain as it may be. And then it is the victory of millions upon
millions of men. How does one imagine millions of men? The
bounds of the imagination arc easily reached. The basic theory
is very clear: when the peasants have taken over the land, no
power in the world will be able to pry it away from them.
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Streams of blood will only serve to fertilize it. T know the old
slogans by heart: Miner, take the mine; peasant, take the land;
worker, take the machinc. But this is merely an algebra. What is
behind these symbols, these words? What has happened? What
are we going to do?

Whatever is necessary, no matter what the cost.

*

I recently rercad a forgotten page of Korolenko, relating the
following:

On 19 May 1864, a low black scaffold was raised on a seldom
frequented square in Petersburg. The scatfold supported a pil-
lory from which chains ending in large rings were hanging. The
groups of curiosity seekers gathered behind the lines of moun-
ted gendarmes and police. And a thirty-five-year-old man, thin
and pale, blond, with a pointed beard and a look of con-
centration behind a pair of silver-rimmed spectacles was made
to climb that scaffold. He was wearing a fur-collared overcoat;
at first he remained standing in front of the pillory, his back
turned on the public, while an officer wearing a three-cornered
hat read out the decree condemning him to public disgrace and
to forced labour. The crowd could only hear a fecble
murmur of words; horses were snorting, the rain was falling
noiselessly, endlessly washing the impoverished faces and things.
Then the executioner appeared; he brusquely tore the hat off the
man who was now facing the crowd, his large stubborn brows,
flaxen hair lying over the right temple, and singularly attentive
expression now clearly visible. From the height of a pillory he
contemplated the world. They put the chains on him; he crossed
his chained arms over his chest. The executioner made him
kneel. He wiped his damp glasses with his finger. The execu-
tioner broke his useless sword over his head and dropped the
two pieces into the mud on either side of the scaffold. A young
woman threw some flowers towards the condemned man: they
too fell into the mud at the feet of a colossal gendarme whose
horse scemed to be made of bronze. Poor people were murmur-
ing that this educated man, this lord, must indced be a very great
criminal. Siberia would be too good for him! His name was
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Nikolai Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky: he was without doubt one
of the best minds in the country. The youth turned towards him
as to a guide, From the depths of his study, he liberated them,
taught them to think with the rest of Europe, prepared them for
action. He was at once powerful and impotent, like the mind
itself. Informers, publicists, forgers, secret agents, factotum
senators, the Emperor had conspired to bring him low. Under
this interminable rain, attached to that pillory, he was ending
his career as a thinker for whom the world was not only to be
understood but also to be transformed. His book, written in a
cell, was to survive. He lived alone for twenty years in Siberian
hamlets.

Every event is the result of an endless chain of causes. And
this too, at a distance of a half-century, appears to me as a
causc. Chernyshevsky in chains, wiping off his glasses in order
to go on sceing the faces of life, listening to the dull rumblings
of the crowd under the rain, explains for me the victory of
millions of men on the march, besicging palaces, winning over
squadrons and fortresses with harangues, burning the lords’
manor houses, hanging the hangmen, finally dcclaring peace on
the world and covered with opprobrium by the muzzled,
slaughtered, and bamboozled peoples. ... They say that the
seeds discovered in the tombs of the Pharaohs germinated.
Nothing is ever lost. How many of us in the past, how many of
us are there even now, in all the prisons of the world, lulling
ourselves to sleep with this certainty? And this force too will
not be lost . ..

There is always, in the depths of the soul, in its secret folds,
an insidious voice which would like to argue:

‘Yes, but the man on the pillory was lost. His intelligence was
extinguished like a useless fire set by lightning in the Siberian
wilds: it neither guides nor warms anyone. Humanity on the
march has endless centuries and lives. Chernyshevsky had only
his life. -

‘Wouldn’t he have lost a good deal more had he ended up as
an acadcnyician?’



24 Little Picce of Europe

The next day we arrived at the detention camp for suspects at
Trécy. It was a vast abandoned convent, way out in the
country, in the middle of beautiful, flat land furrowed with
sunken hedge-lined lanes and roads hemmed by poplars stretch-
ing towards peaceful blue horizons. Just beyond the archway,
the extremely simple, steepleless church, with its peaked blue-
slate roof surmounted by a graceful stone Virgin, opened onto
a courtyard covered all over with green ivy. The camp admin-
istration occupied several small, low houses with window boxes
full of carefully arranged flower-pots. Another gate, guarded
by a sentry, gave on to a vast rectangular paved courtyard. On
three sides were white buildings; at the end a grille hidden by
chestnut trees. From here, the church with its soft slaty hues
and that graceful Virgin crowned like a queen overlook dreary
barracks where clothes are drying on the window sills. The still-
generous November sun has drawn the inhabitants of this
closed village out of their lairs. Orientals wearing red fezzes or
black toques and long mountain coats are squatting along the
chalky wall. An old Albanian is telling the heavy black beads of
his perpetual rosary. His bones must be as hard as stones.

Some young men are chasing each other amid peals of laugh-
ter farther off among the trees. A buccancer, high boots, red
wool jacket, dented felt hat, rugged face bearded to the eyes,
the heavy scrutinizing gaze of a man who buys and sells stolen
horses, painted women, forged titles and contraband is walking
arm in arm with a tall Serbian officer whosc patched tunic has
only light patches in the place of insignia. Other more ordinary-
looking strollers are pucing up and down under the covered
gallery which extends along the side of one of the buildings.
Two men are washing under the pump, each in turn pumping
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for the other: a ruddy chest, a ruffled soapy, tawny-blonde
Scandinavian’s head; a pair of powerful black shoulders of
Herculean musculature — but, but, it’s J-austin! Faustin drying
himsclf in a leisurely fashion with a grey towel! He strikes his
chest with both fists. The Scandinavian, cupping his hands,
throws an unexpected bowl of water right into his face. And
now they are boxing joyfully, floundering about in the soapy
water, the blonde streaming, the black shining. Closed fists thud
against resilient bodies. It’s good to go at it like that, with all
your strength, against a solid chest with a manly heart tireless
under the robust carcass of muscle and bone, rolling with the
punches, returning the punches; it’s good to catch hold of a
hundred pounds of force thrown out on the end of your op-
ponent’s fist without flinching, when they miss the target, glanc-
ing off your ribs. Eh, you bastard! If you had nailed me with
that one! It only missed by a hair — and now it’s my turn, take
that. . .. Missed? — No, not quite, take that — you got me — now!
Faustin is leading the dance; he pivots on his heels, ducks under
a right to the face by the Scandinavian and suddenly staggers,
hit hard three or four times, so fast, from all sides, that I can’t
tell where any more. Nounés stamps his foot with enthusi-
asm.

‘Christ!’ growls the Negro. ‘I've had it!’

‘Tchort! (the Devil!)’ blurts out the other, who turns out to
be Russian, not Scandinavian.

We form a circle around them. And Faustin is not Faustin:
this fellow is broader, with a larger mouth and a low fore-
head.

We could be on the main square of a bizarre village where
there aren’t any women but where strollers from many nations
rub elbows around an itinerant boxing match.

And just then I notice, striding across the courtyard, with his
long steps, his silky beard, and his crooked half-smile as always,
Sam, my old Sam, exactly as he appeared not long ago on the
boulevards in quest of a flag for his machine gunners . ..

*
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‘So many high-ranking “comrades™ had their eyes on us that it
couldn’t last,” he says.

He leads me through this city isolated from the world by a
double ring of barbed wire, a row of sentries, a low wall
covered with fragments of broken bottles: not much, this last
obstacle, but no one has yet reached it. There, on the ground
floor, the Balkans: a whole roomful of anti-Venizelos Greeks,
of Macedonians who really can’t be classified either as Greeks,
Serbs, or Bulgarians and who only want to be themselves; of
refugees of the Chetniks who have been holding out in the
mountains for years, against all powers. It’s only through error,
negligence, chance circumstance, or lack of evidence that they
haven't put that old man, Kostia the Silent to the sword. He is
sitting cross-legged now on his hammock cover telling the black
beads of his rosary while two young men argue in low voices in
front of him, questioning him in turn with their eyes. Grey
whiskers bristlc on his granite chin; his nostrils arc wide and
dark. He knows all the secrets of the Vardar mountains, but he
is as silent as a tomb (and scveral executed traitors are sleeping
in that tomb) impenectrably polite, scvere, firm, loyal and
perfidious. Here’s the story they tell: when another Chetnik
chicftain sold out to the pcople in Sofia, Kostia became his
friend, pretended to become his accomplice, and during a feast,
in the midst of his companions, at the moment of swearing
{raternal oaths killed him. How is this known? ‘Ah, that . .
The Greeks and Macedonians keep to themselves, in deep
silence, idle, meditative, sewing up their ragged clothing, pick-
ing their fleas, brewing their coffee, famished and unyielding.
Other rooms house Russians, Jews, Alsatians, Belgians, Ruman-
ians, Spaniards, thieves, marauders, adventurers, phony foreign
noblemen, probable spies, certain victims, unlucky people,
vagabonds, second offenders, undesirables, Germanophiles,
simple-minded people, rebels, revolutionaries. There are Jewish
tailors and restaurant owners guilty of having, elbows on the
counter, maintained the integrity of the Bolsheviks: shady in-
terpreters who try to pass themselves off as ‘political’ too, but
who in rcality used to guide American soldiers to bordellos;
convicts coming from penitentiaries who feel free because bells
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no longer direct their mechanical steps in the cndless round of
dead days; vagrants of uncertain nationality picked up around
the camps; Alsatians suspected of illegal traflicking with the
enemy or denounced in anonymous letters in villages which
have been taken and retaken; businessmen from friendly
nations, filthily compromised and strangely protected; deported
Belgians with no more territory; Russian sailors known around
the ports as trouble-makers, defeatists, syndicalists, anarchists,
suspected Bolsheviks and Bolshevik suspects. ... There are the
rich: the ones who eat as much as they want every day, drink
wine at the cantecn, dress well, are waited upon, pay for their
plcasures; there are the miserable, those fallen into the depths
of poverty, like old Antoine, a hobo for the past thirty years,
driven by the war from his habitual roads in the Ardennes, who
picks up potato peelings, carrot lcaves, half-gnawed bones
every night out of the garbage heap and makes succulent stews
out of them in old ‘monkey-meat’ cans over twig fires — too
filthy even to be approached, he leaves a trail of fleas behind
wherever he goes.

*

‘Let him croak, the vermin! A public nuisance!’ say Blin and
Lambert, two gay dogs in sweaters, red-cheeked, inseparable,
living together in a comfortable little room above the hole in
the wall where the old man sleeps, rolled up in a ball, on a
nauseating pile of straw. Blin and Lambert, a pair of gourmets,
spend their time fixing chow, reading the papers, playing cards.
Half-dressed pin-up girls clipped from the pages of La Vie Par-
isienne brighten up their décor, which is that of a pair of syba-
rites who are very glad to be here where it’s warm, and not at
the Front, not in prison . . .

‘We're not so badly off,” they say. ‘Life isn’t very rosy in any
occupied country these days. Or in the trenches either! But we
get along.’

Antaine is going to croak, by God. Out of the four hundred
of us who are here, there aren’t fifty who can count on getting
enough to eat cvery day. Our group of revolutionaries really
has to tighten its belt if we want to hold out. Antoine sells his
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bread ration (300 grammes) in order to buy tobacco. His sole
worldly good is a twopenny clay pipe, which has had a charmed
life; it’s amazing he’s been able to keep it all thesec months. One
day a rascally Pole stole it from him; the buccaneer Maerts,
bearded to the cyes, helty under his red wool jacket, drumming
his huge strangler’s fingers on his counter, had the author of the
larceny summoned before him.

“Yanek. You swiped the old fleabag’s pipe now. Well, you'rc
gonna give it right back to him on the double.

“Yes, Mista Macrts,” says Yanek. “You can count on it.’

The old man was wandcring around the courtyard with the
eyes of a madman. Yanek bounded down the stairs, four at a
time, caught up to him on the run and, without a word, stuffed
the pipe between his teeth.

Maerts has his good qualities. He cats well. You should see
him, in splendid isolation in his ‘establishment’ seated before a
hash of lard, potatoes, and green peas with a litre of ‘red’,
masticating slowly, moving his whole face and his whole beard,
with his two knotty fists square on the table holding the knife
and fork as if they were weapons. While he gluts himsclf, his sly
gaze surveys the whole room, follows the clouds through
the window, floats around the crowned Virgin rising above the
church: superfluous femininity — unsalcable! He scrapes the
leftovers of his grub into a basin — gristle, bits of bones, potato
eyes — and goes down into the yard. Old Antoine, who knows
the time, is watching from his usual corner, from which nobody
chases him, near the latrines. Three paces off, Macrts, bending
slightly, turns over the basin, and the grub falls to the earth.
Then he steps back and watches the old man, squatting, de-
vouring these leftovers along with the soil which clings to the
grease, like a dog.

‘After all,” says Maerts charitably.

And, hands in his pockets, heavy, rugged, beefy, he turns
around suddenly and walks away.

We arc in Maerts’ cabarct: Room I, on the right as you enter.
The cstablishment makes a nice appearance — the smartest one

162



in the camp. Five tables, benches with backs. The sign hanging
up on the wall bears in big red Ictters garnished with flourishes:
ALABONNE FORTUNE: Café a toute heure. The patron’s corner
is furnished with metal-strapped coffers. A handsome pine
trunk which he made himsclf out of pieces of packing cases,
solid, scaled by a huge padtock, is kept under his well-made bed
for greater security. Some coloured posters —- BRASSERIE DU
LioNDES FLANDRES, CHICOREE DES TRAPPISTES — finish
off creating the atmosphere of a Flemish estaminet in this bar-
racks room corner. The huge tin kettle is singing, heated by an
alcohol lamp, enthroned on the counter between two hand-
written signs: Credit is dead, Help yourself and Heaven will help
you. A mug of coffee, served with a tenth of a cube of sugar,
costs ten sous (pink cardboard rectangle, oiled by the touch of
many hands: CAMp TRECY: 10 CENTIMES). We drink. Maerts,
a pencil behind his ear, meditates over the figures in his ledger.
Varjous assorted objects hang on nails, lic on shelves made out
of planks suspended from books by a system of wires, or are
stuffed under the bed in bundles. The entire room, forty beds,
has a good appearance because of this establishment, illumin-
ated in the evening by the only big oil lamp in the camp. Pcople
do business here, go on binges here, play cards here. Sometimes,
after taps, we can hear the customers of the Bonne Fortune
cabaret singing their heads off in the closed barracks.

Maerts operates a pawnshop. The hunting breeches he wears
belong to the Baron in Room IlL. He got his beautiful scarlet
jacket, in the end, for seven francs from the grocer Pitendtre,
after the latter’s attempted escape. . . . The big cavalry coat
hanging in the corner with his other things belonged to his
friend Captain Vetsitch, in his debt for twelve francs. There are
bundles containing red and white check handkerchiefs — on
which the patron lends four sous — foulards, linen. The trunk
contains quality shoes, toilet kits, wallets, Russian books. The
rings, watches, fountain pens, cigar holders fill a heavy metallic
cofler inside the bed, under the pillow, following a custom that
goes back to the Middle Ages or earlier. An accordion is lying
in a Russian Icather hatbox. Canes and umbrellas form a sheaf.
... A miniature - the portrait of a blonde child — and a gold
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medallion containing a lock of hair have been seen in the
patron’s hands. He will even give a loan, they say, on photo-
graphs of women. Not on thosc of men ‘because they don’t take
them back’. I wonder what clever devil, borrowing ten sous
from him on the portrait of a gentleman, erased the last traces
of naiveté from this pirate.

“The buccaneer,” I say, ‘has the soul of the founder of a
financial dynasty. Can you see him, Sam, wearing an overcoat
and a soft felt hat in the elevator of a skyscraper?’

Sam considers each of us obliquely.

‘But perfectly. And why not? Close-shaven, bluc-chinned.
Nothing looks more like the desperadoes in the magazines than
a businessman who has let his beard go. ... Sometimes it’s the
same man. Change the décor, add or subtract success. Nothing
looks more like a hero than a scoundrel. Sometimes it’s the
same stuff. Change the décor ..’

His Uncle Sam profile scems to have dried out; he is nothing
but coldness, a twisted smile.

‘A nice little piece of Europe,’ he says, ‘authentic. Every man
... a suspect. Free: admire how free we are, from reveille to
taps and even later, frec behind our barbed wire, under the
muzzles of loaded rifles, like citizens of the best-organized re-
publics. Free to live on garbage like Antoine or to get rich like
Maerts. And all the nations mixed together, brewed up; equal
before the daily slop pail, the lice, and the law. A collection of
swine worthy of the greatest capitals, I assure you; and cnough
innocent victims to make a dozen novelists happy. They are all
breathing in the healthy air of the rear. ... And us — incen-
diaries locked up, for safety’s sake, in a powder magazine ...

‘Sam, the basis of your metaphor is no good. No one gets
killed here. It's an oasis!’

‘Do you really think no one gets killed herc? That would be
most extraordinary ...



25 Interiors

Each barracks room has its own stamp. The one where Maerts
reigns, peopled by Belgians, is naked, cold. The beds of these
poor wrctches who have fallen into slavery under the patron
have only the thin furnishings supplied by the administration.
‘I'ramps’ bundles hang on the walls. A cobbler is patching up
some sandals. Somecone swears in Flemish, another snores. The
littlec room in the back is reserved for more scrious types,
dressed in city clothes, abundantly supplied by the canteen.
Maerts greets them without any obsequiousness. After all, he’s
the one who is doing them a favour. A tall, washed-out young
man, with drooping moustaches, who wears high collars and
striped trousers but who neglects his appearance, flabby, with a
four-days’ growth of beard, trembles all over, his checks sud-
denly flushed, when the patron gives him the sign:

“I'omorrow, at five o'clock, Monsieur Arthur.’

Monsieur Arthur withdraws three green five-franc card-
boards from his watch pocket with a delicate, trembling hand.
Later he can be seen laughing distractedly, playing a game of
piquet, losing good-humouredly. He will go to bed early, in
order to dream, turned towards thc wall. At five o’clock
tomorrow, Floquette, the home guard, his small Mongol’s face
freckled (a butt hanging on his lower lip), a café waiter in
civilian life, on duty at the gate, will signal to him, as well as to
fat PAtenOtre, sweating under his bulky black woollen vest and
wearing a weather-beaten, shiny bowler screwed down over his
bloodshot face. The two men have ostensibly been summoned
to the mail roor, They et full of conterapt for cach other.
“I'hat tiabby fathead!" thinks Patendire. “l'hat brute!” says Mon-
sieur Arthur to himself. Floquctte winks at them in passing
(... go to it, my children!’) followed by a dreadful clack of the
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tongue which reverberates through Monsicur Arthur’s nerve
ends, for a long while after, even down to the tips of his fingers.
He is afraid hc may stagger; his heart is pounding; he is all red,
this great lanky fellow (a licentiate in law on his visiting cards)
likc a bashful kid. The two men pass quickly through the gate,
catching a glimpse of the administration courtyard - walls
green with ivy, attractive window boxes filled with flowerpots -
and turn left towards the outbuildings. Here they enter the re-
assuring semi-darkness of a storehouse full of packing cases.
Monsicur Arthur, inwardly overcoming a great weight, gets
himself ready to say, ‘See here, Patendtre, I think it's my turn
today ... But just at that instant Pitendtre turns around, very
red, his cyes slightly bloodshot, his huge nose like a leech, and
brutally hisses into his face, ‘All right, I’'m going in. Keep your
eyes peeled, e¢h ...2” Like an animal diving into a thicket, he
ponderously disappecars into the shed in the corner. Monsieur
Arthur is leaning in the doorway. Before him are three stretches
of red-brick wall, one covered with ivy: at times Floquette’s
uniform cap slanting down over his grinning Chinese gargoyle’s
hecad comes into view ten paces ofl. Monsieur Arthur can hear
stirrings from the shed in the corner, a cough, a hoarse gasp. His
heart is beating wildly; a boundless disgust reduces him to a
dishrag. He stares at his hands for a long while: his nails are
grey. And then a long animal agony. . . . ‘Hurry up,” mutters
Pitenotre, who has finally reappeared, short of breath, button-
ing his vest. Monsieur Arthur takes four steps, like a slecp-
walker, towards the corner shed, bathed in soft shadows, where
a blonde girl, seated on some old sacks with her knees spread
apart, rises as he enters. ‘Good day, Monsicur Arthur,” she says
politely. ‘Good day, Louise,” he answers, without her hcaring
the trembling in his voice; and he takes hold of her breasts,
which are flabby, for her flesh is lymphatic, milky, and tepid
like a thing forsaken. At this moment, this dishrag of a man,
worn out by empty days, suddenly feels erect from his heels to
his neck, raised above himsclf, his teeth clenched. his chest
expanded, hike a caricature ol some terrible ancestor, before his
passive prey. The girl is as blonde as the straw; her chignon
smells of hay. This is the way she earns six extra francs every
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time she comes to bring supplies to the camp; for Floquette,
who has already been paid one hundred sous by the customer,
makes Louise give him another forty sous (and the rest when
the mood strikes him). It is he who carries clandestine lctters to
the post oiffice for the rich; he who supplies the forbidden
booze; he who parleys with visitors. A thrifty man, he deposits
fifty francs in the savings bank every Saturday: “The war is a
gravy train ... It’s a gravy train for Louise, too, who had never
seen so much money before.

The girl’s red-rimmed eyes will awaken Monsieur Arthur in
the night, and his soul, crumpled by an awful terror, will be like
a rag which has been soaked, rung out, and flopped down on the
flagstones.

*

In the evening, this barracks room resembles an inn of olden
times, in an old port haunted by piratcs.

Maerts cmerges from time to time in the yellow flame of the -
lamp, wearing a felt hat which drowns his eyes in shadow —
dressed, one might think, in a red doublet. The blue smoke of
pipes and cigarettes winds about under the lamp shade, like
silky thread. Stein, with his blood-red harelip, has the huge
wrinkled brow of a disfigured Socrates playing a game of
manille. His crafty eyes carefully survey the parchment-skin
hands of his ageless opponent: a face of thin old leather, crack-
ling around the eyes, a pointed nose, an Adam’s apple as bigas a
child’s fist in the middle of a long neck (a knife-proof neck,
witness a soft, pink, scar like a long flourish) reduced to a
bundle of tendons, nerves, and veins. This is Monsieur Oscar,
the hat-maker; and the ex-Legionnaire would have won a
hundred sous if he had nabbed him with the card in his sleeve
and knocked him out amid overturned tables, with a butt in the
stomach for a start and a good kick right in the mouth to finish
him off (that’s his usual manner). There is also the huge livid
head, covered with bristles,of a financier in sorry straits; and the
carefully trimmed salt and pepper moustache of the Baron who
is losing, along with his last effects, the last bit of dignity to
which he clings in life. Theyellowed and darkened cards are soft
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to the touch, like greasy rags. Two nobodies, at the next table,
are moving pawns across a checkerboard, pawns which are
actually buttons off the uniforms of five armies. The rest of the
room is little by little invaded by darkness. Interrupted snoring,
whispered conferences between beds, quiet swearing; a hobo,
tormented by hunger (that bloodsucker in the belly) has glued
his forehcad to the window and stares out into the night,
Escape? No, this is not a harbour, there are the calm orchards,
but to reach them it would be necessary to get over that fantas-
tic zone of blinding whiteness under the searchlights, those
barbed wires and those invisibly fatal areas, commanded by the
muzzles of the rifles posted out there every fifty yards.
Loow-ceilinged, the floor unswept, Room I1I is peopled mostly
by Russian Jews. It has its own grimy ‘caf¢’, where you can get
credit; the patron, a man with a bizarre yellow mane, wears a
blue suit which was once well cut, lapels now shiny with grease
spots. A pair of pince-nez — of which one of thc lenses is
cracked inside the gold frame, causing his melancholy glance to
deviate to one side — is perched on his fleshy nose. Goldstein is
not, appearances to the contrary, the unhappiest of men. What
possessed him to put his two cents in one day, in a crowd on the
rue de Rambuteau, maintaining that, after all, the Huns are
men like the rest of us and that everyone will have to admit it,
sooncr or later, when all the bleeding people go home to lick
their wounds, like dogs after a frenetic battle? He can’t forgive
himself for this. The bailiffs auctioned off his shop: [. GoLD-
STEIN, watchmaker. His wife is barely keeping alive, consumed
by cancer. He serves us doses of chicory for one sou; and, after
sundown, leaving the Argentinean to watch over the business
(this is when the Argentinean pinches sugar and soap from
him), passes into the next room, a nice quiet corner inhabited
by old Ossovsky, and draws from his marvellous flute (‘Ah,
what an instrument, my friend!’) long, long, heart-rending mel-
odies. ‘Would you be so kind,’ suggests Ossovsky sweetly, ‘as to
play the Frug aria?” Sobs, fleceing like ripples, escape from the
ebony pipc (and, in the garden, a taciturn soldier, gassed in the
Artois, pacing along the barbwire, feels himself overcome by
the unknown sadness of the world, shudders, and understands
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vaguely how poignant things are. . . . ‘Oh, shit — what blues
YR

Ossovsky lives alone in a monastic cell, entirely white.
Meticulously clean, very stiff, with the square shoulders of an
old officer and a faded face encircled by a light silvery beard.
His voice is an enveloping smile, for he speaks with great deli-
cacy; his piercing glance dissects things with the sweetness of a
well-honed scalpel. Some walnuts spread over the title page of
L’Ocuvre are drying on the window sill. Ossovsky rolls a
cigarette, murmuring Frug’s lines: ‘Carry my soul into those
bluc horizons, / where the steppe stretches out to infinity, /
wide like the great sadness, / wide like my hopeless pain .. and
suddenly raises his eyes towards the flute player in an empty
half-smile: ’

‘The suffering of Israel.’

And it is impossible to say whether he is mocking or serious.
He comes from a prison. They say he stole a pearl necklace,
seven years ago in a palace in Nice, from a neurotic Brazilian
woman.

Squatting on their beds, two tailors are sewing. One, a mari-
onette in a frock coat, says of himself: ‘Zill is not a man;
nothing but a tailor.” What does he read, in the evening by the
glow of a candle, with his spectacles off and his nose in the
book? The Key to Dreams. The other, grey tufts at his temples,
a collector of anecdotes and gossip with an endless gift of gab,
sleeps on three little white cushions, sent from home. Almost
every week he makes a tragic scene, to the great delight of the
whole room, to his son, the rascally Yanek, played out accord-
ing to ancient family rites. He is seen pointing a menacing finger
at the mocking adolescent: “Your father disowns you, do you
understand me? You are no longer my son! Begone, you good-
for-nothing!’ The biblical fury of this ‘Begone, you good-for-
nothing!’ sends all the neighbours guffawing into their pillows.
Far into the night, the father and son will be heard insulting
cachr other 1n whispers. Bui when. one day. they had to lay the
fathcr down in his bed, long and pale like a cadaver, his heart
sounding the toxin of agony in his chest, we saw the son trem-
bling in earnest like a dry Ieaf in the wind.
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There is also Professor Alschitz. “Teacher of poise and of
Spanish,” he says, introducing himsclf with an exaggerated bow
and a curious glance, at once pressing, as if the better to raise
your inevitable doubts, and furtive, for he is a visionary who
lies even to himself — as well as a sly devil well disposed to
swindling you. His slight shoulders are hunched under a decent
looking jacket; he has a blue chin, strong features, and great
bovine eyes; poise — lcarned in provincial theatres — and ner-
vous hysteria. He flies into a passion, taps his foot like a spoiled
child and, after having talked about his myocarditis or the
lesions he has in his right lung or flaring up angrily, dissolves in
self-pity and cries shamelessly. At these moments he paces up
and down the room, mopping his eyes with his batistc handker-
chief. Once a young Russian soldier who was more naive than
should be allowed took him seriously, and the professor won all
his linen at cards in eight days. Since we have formed a group,
Alschitz pretends to be a ‘defeatist’; but we are learning little by
little that at the beginning of the war he pretended to volunteer
for the Legion, and that he was arrested in a Montmartre bar
on the eve of his departure for Argentina where he placed
housemaids in houses of assignation.

Forty men, mostly Jews, sleep in this room. Some, nameless
and faceless, talkative however, grimy, famished, fill the cor-
ners with a swarm of voices and gestures — and are forgotten as
soon as they are no longer there, as soon as one has turned his
back. Two Zionists with the oriental ugliness of pyramid build-
ers and high, red, sugar-loaf skulls shaved like those of fellahs,
argue, argue, and argue, tirelessly entangling and untangling the
skein of their subtleties. They are, none the less, fine fellows.

We assemblec hcere, in the late afternoon, a few from every
room. The comrades form a circle around the reader in front of
whom the open newspapers are spread out. An embryonic
crowd, thirty to fifty silent men, huddle around listening. The
reader translates the dispatches: ‘Congress of the Soviets. ...
Trotsky assassinated. ... The Germans in the Ukraine ... At
times his voice trembles with emotion. One evening, when he
had announced the dissolving of the Constituent Assembly, the
group split, leaving two bitter handfuls of men clinging to each
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other in a violent debate. ‘They’re madmen. They're ruining
Russia. They're ruining the revolution. You'll see!” ~ ‘Yes, we'll
see, we'll see. They're a thousand times right. That’s how you
have to deal with parliaments: a boot in the tail.” — “We can sce
that our country’s blood doesn’t cost you anything, snotnose!’ -
‘What? What?’ — ‘A finc invention: socializing poverty! let’s
pool all our lice and debts togethcer, eh, comrades? Plekhanov
said ... - ‘Your Plekhanov is a fraud. Let him make war to the
bloody end safe in his library.” - “The revolution should stop at
nothing. Socializing poverty is better than exploiting it ...

At other times a drecamy group would hang back by the open
window. Dmitri, a thin sailor coughing out his lungs, would
propose:

‘“Transvaal?”’

The whole room struck up this hymn, full of allusions, which
was often sung in the provincial towns of Russia during the
ycars when the only freedom people were permitted to c¢xalt in
the Empire was a South African freedom crushed by the En-
glish. ‘Transvaal, Transvaal, O my country, all ablaze in flames
... Singing unites men like shared struggle, suffering, or exal-
tation. We felt like brothers. Our prisoners’ voices floated, su-
preme, over the darkened orchards of that Normandy
countryside, calling up long-silent voices from the depths of a
revolutionary past and perhaps reaching out across thousands
of miles to choruses of soldiers of a living revolution resting on
the banks of wide rivers . . .



26 Us

Such was the slow-motion cxistence of concentration camps:
hunger doled out with indifference by commissions that prob-
ably believed that thesc pcople were already much too well off
at a time when so many others worth infinitely more were being
killed. Each day this collection of suspects, undesirables, and
subversives was given a three-hundred-gramme slice of bread,
soup, and beans; and they had nothing to do but wait for the
end of the cataclysm under which empires and cathedrals
crumblced. Mail call every morning: newspapers, letters, prac-
tical jokes like the following fake answer from a lawyer-deputy
which staggered Alschitz for several evenings:

‘Monsieur,

Your casc appears very interesting to me. Your dossier, which I have

examincd with the permission of Monsicur the Prime Minister, contains
documents on which full light must be shed. Plcase let me know, with
the greatest possible accuracy, your whereabouts on the night of the
17th to the 18th of August 1914; between seven and nine in the
evening ...
The professor of poise and Spanish searched desperately
through his past, at a distance of years. ‘I think,’ he said at last,
‘that 1 was in Nancy ... - ‘In Nancy!’ exclaimed Sam. ‘In the
east! Oh, my poor friend!’

Long walks in the yard, to kill the time. Rare were those, in
this forced leisure, who still knew the value of time, who read,
who sketched, who studied. Equally rare the obstinate oncs who
refused to let themselves go. Shaving every day, washing
thoroughly at the pump, then deep-breathing exercises, brush-
ing your clothes, polishing your shoes, were, however, sure signs
of victory over demoralization. This self-discipline kept a
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man upright, full of simple confidence, among the flabby.

The regulations weren't hard. {t was only isolation from the
outside world, idleness, hunger, captivity without any reason or
definite limit, the loaded rifles aimed at our windows. From
réveille to taps we were free. And the days floated by as empty
as in a prison, but filled with a distracting hum of talk, of
laughter, of walks, of unimportant tasks, of card games or
checkers. Maerts was getting richer. Faustin [I washed the
gentlemen’s laundry., The Argentinean ran unseemly errands
from one room to another and mingled with the orderlies.
Alschitz gave Icssons (six sous a visit). Ossovsky, that saintly old
thief, read by his window; old Kostia told his black bcads,
Antoine wandered along the walls, staggering a little, face
turned towards the ground, as if drunk - drunk perhaps from
hunger; the others, four hundred others, in the end just like
these, four hundred prisoners, imagined they were killing the
time that was slowly killing them. . .. The sick lived face to face
with their discasc, like Krafft, with his wrinkled checks - in
whose garret room we used to gather — who would turn aside in
order to spit into his handkerchief and then count up the
threads of blood in his sputum. Stool pigeons wrote down
things overheard among the groups in childishly scrawled pen-
cilled notes, and in the evening Richard, the gendarme, would
pass under our windows inside the stockade and pick up the
wads of paper weighted with pebbles. There were two old men,
completely white, one Alsatian, the other Belgian, both equally
broken, walking with the aid of the samc crutches, nourished on
the same scraps, smoking the same butts, rooming together un-
der the stairway of the unused infirmary, who hated each other
with a deadly hatred. We used to go to listen to them at the
pharmacy, for they slept under the neighbouring loft. Jean, the
male nurse, made them retire an hour before taps and locked
them in. You could hear them grumbling, moaning, stirring up
the straw in their mattresses, undressing slowly. Powerless oaths
fell avout them bike flacod globs of spit. Then cach curled up
on his mattress, they would resume their old quarrel, repeated
each day, and their voices alternated, so similar that it took a
practised ear to distinguish between them, coming together in a
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single litany of invective. ‘Filthy carrion, eh, filthy carrion,
specics of dirty camel, camel — God’s name if you're not a
misery ...’ they continued insulting each other in this manncr
until grogginess overcame them; then they would fall aslecp,
open-mouthed, with the greenish faces of the asphixiated, and
their breath continued to mingle.

The infirmary was deserted, since the sick preferred to re-
main in the barracks. The male nurse Jean lived alone in a suitc
of empty rooms. He had a quiet corner smelling of carbolic, a
window (barred) looking out on the garden, and as much cther,
cocaine, and morphine as he wanted. This chubby lad, palc and
fat-checked, with round eyes like bubbles of Japanese porcelain
rcady to leap out of their sockets, constantly drugged himsclf.
‘I’'m a happy man,” he used to say. ‘I’'m the dispenser of dreams,
the warden of the keys to Paradise, Saint Jean of the Charitablc
Syringe. Let all the good fellows looking for a good time come
unto me.” And, cordially, putting a brotherly arm around his
visitor, he would blow a breathful of ether in his face: ‘A little
drink, or an injection? An injection, old boy, there’s nothing
likeit....And nowlisten ...

And if you listened he would tell you endlessly about his
loves with Stéphanie: Stéphanie, a cute kid with green eyes, as
spiteful and as affectionate as a cat; Stéphanie, who was ‘under
my skin; in my blood’; Stéphanie who cheated on him (‘Believe
me, I'll kill her some day!’); Stéphanie who still wrote him a
four-page letter every day full of profound double meanings,
read between the lines, reread, learned by hecart from one even-
ing to the next; Stéphanie, exasperating and ravishing bitch:
‘Ah, if only you could see her arms, her neck ...

‘Ah, her letters. Oh, baby, when I think of you I almost
want to forget you, to tear you out of here, yes, tear you
out ...

His tone would suddenly become excruciating. He would
open the poison drawer, always kept locked, and pull out a
packet of bizarre, crosshatched letters, written over, you might
think, several times.

Sam crushed him onc evening.

‘Tell me, Jean, he asked him quietly, ‘does it really amuse

174



you to write yourself letters from Stéphanic every day? You
end up believing in them, ¢ch?’

Jean scemed to emerge from a dream or to awaken; a clear,
white glimmer passcd over his pasty face. And went out. He
seemed to grow larger, harder, heavier; perhaps stunned; per-
haps on the point of charging forwards like a brute beast. He
walked ponderously up to my comrade and whispered:

‘Get out!’

Sam turned his back on him, out of bravado, drummed his
fingers on the table for a moment, and left. Never again did
Jean talk to us of St¢phanie . ..

We stayed alive. The days passcd by. The weeks, the months,
the seasons. the battles, the revolution, the war passed by. Life
passcd by.

We formed a world apart within this city. It sufficed for onc
of us to call the others together with that magic word ‘Com-
rades’, and we would fecl united, brothers without cven necding
to say it, sure of understanding cach other even in our mis-
understandings. We had a quiet little room with four cots, the
walls papered with maps, a table loaded with books. There were
always a few of us there, pouring over the endiessly annotated,
commented, summarized texts. There Saint-Just, Robespierre,
Jacques Roux, Baboeuf, Blanqui, Bakunin were spoken of as if
they had just come down to take a stroll under the trees. Rob-
espierre’s error, ‘decapitating the Parisian masses themselves
when he struck at the enragés of the Commune’, exasperated
our old Fomine, who would thunder — his white moustache
bristling, his cycbrows and mane in battle array, leonine despite
his provincial’s frock coat — that the Incorruptible One had
doomed the Revolution by cutting off too many heads. ‘As long
as he guillotined to the right, he was correct; the day he began
guillotining to the lcft, he was ruined. That’s my opinion.” It
was the opinien of a {fine old man, astonishingly young, always
ready to ily ofl the handle, susceplible, irritated by trifles — his
face abruptly screwed up like a bulldog’s at these moments —
but devoured by a need for activity, for solidarity, for struggle,
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for passionate affirmation. Expelled from England, expelled
from France long ago — ‘Under another name, they don’t know
anything about it!” — interned at the age of sixty. The mis-
fortune of Blanqui, a prisoner during the Commune, the head
of the revolution cut off and preserved in the Chiteau du
Taureau at the very moment when the Parisian proletariat
lacked a real leader, still troubled us as the worst kind of ill luck.
Krafft, the chemist, member of the Russian Social Democratic
Workers® Party (Bolsheviks), a sickly, tidy little man, sharp
profile, thin lips, would explain in his extremely gentle voice —a
copy of Karl Marx’s Civil War in France covered with pencilled
notes in hand - that a firm offensive by the Communards against
Versailles could probably have changed the course of history

This past is not all we have: we also have the world and the
future. Three syndicalist sailors, Wobblies, have arrived, two
from the United States, onc from Australia; if they can’t delve
profoundly into history, they still have some great stories to tell.
‘Dmitri, a Little Russian who had been an athlete, now lanky,
hollow-chested, wrinkled on the neck and face, almost suc-
ceeded in causing the incredibly ill-nourished crew of an En-
glish stcamer to mutiny. A commonplace incident of a bow! of
wormy soup thrown into the face of the first mate carned him
long days in irons, tormented by the cold, in the brig where the
water was sometimes up to his knees; then, passing through the
Red Sea in the dcadly furnace hcat. The result is that he is
dying, his lungs consumed. But he would still like to see the
Don again. ‘There perhaps ... But he has hardly proficred
these words when a doubt of living (alrcady a certainty of
death) picrces through him and he bravely shrugs his shoulders.
After all, here or there, a grave is a grave. His two pals from
America, Karl and Gregor (in whose bunks leaflets were dis-
covered during a search aboard the Theodore Roosevelt) were
happier men: calm Vikings, joyful boxers in the morning at the
pump, mending their clorhes in the afternoons, walting serenely.
Admirable in appcarance: that goiden, {laxen beard — Karl; and
that other massive, almost square hcad, the head of a Reiter
practising physical culture, bending over the needle, the thread,
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the cloth — Gregor. Gregor, the elder, can still remember the
days when, as a boy, he used to take long walks through the
forests of the Diina, alone, carrying messages to the Brothers of
the Forest in the depths of thcir hidden glades. ‘l once met
Yann the Great,” he said, ‘Yann the Great who was shot down
at Wenden ...

Sonnenschein adds a note of tender comedy to our group. He
is short, with a conical forehead, bald around the temples, a
rather sharp Semitic profile, thick Assyrian lips, and tiny intelli-
gent eyes which see everything with an ironic indulgence. His
mind was shaped in a rabbinical school somewhere in Poland.
He was a Zionist beforc becoming a socialist. He has a humor-
ous way of arguing. His eycs arc illuminated by a sharp glim-
mer of laughter. ‘Listen to a story,” he says. ... And it’s always
a Jewish story, slightly facetious, embellished with savoury de-
tails, but of great wisdom. In order to explain to us that each
task must be accomplished in its own time, he told us the
definitive aphorism of Schmoul the tailor, whose neighbour had
come to order a pair of pants. “‘When will you finish sewing it,
Schmoul!?’ — ‘In two weeks, Itzek, my friend.” — “Two weeks, to
sew a pair of pants? When God himself made the world in six
days?’ Schmoul withdrew the pins he was holding in his mouth,
considered his bearded interlocutor, the room, and the universe
that could be seen through the window and said: ‘Yes, but what
a world, Ttzek! And what a pair of pants it will be!’

When there are six of us around a table, we have the cxperi-
ence of all the continents, all the occans, all the pain and the
revolt of men: the Labour parties of New South Wales, the vain
apostleship of Theodor Herzl, the Mooney trial, the struggles of
the Magon brothers in California, Pancho Villa, Zapata, syn-
dicalism, anarchism, Malatesta’s exemplary life, the indi-
vidualism and the death of those bandits who wanted to be ‘new
men’, Hervéism, social democracy, the work of Lenin - as yet
unknown to the world - all the prisons.

We used to come together almost every day, sometimes after
the reading of the papers, sometimes in regular meetings of the
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group. And at times stormy division appeared in our debatcs,
ready to become sources of hate among fraternal encmies. Old
Fomine looked upon the revolution as the explosion and the
disorderly growth of popular forces. The soundest ideas would
quite naturally come to the forc amid the thousands of inter-
connected conflicts; the example of the best men would -
through success, the exaltation of their souls and their own
passion — imposc itself on the masses, torn between their own
higher aspirations and the dead weight of the past, of the lics, of
the backward-looking egoism (for enlightencd egoism un-
derstands that the good of the individual is found in solidarity)
. When he had finished talking, Krafft took the floor and
sprmkled his short, colourless sentences, spoken in a tone of
insignificance, over that ardent voice still ringing in our ears: it
was like a thin strcam of ice water being poured over a glowing
hearth. . .. This old-fashioned romanticism would only be good
for leading the revolution to disaster; happily the proletariat
had already passed through that stage somc time ago. It was
based on utopian socialism and not on scientific socialism.
Henceforth there is a technique of revolution, which demands
organivation, discipline, watchwords, order. Persuasion before
the conquest of power, yes: the competition between false ideo-
logies and the correct political line, the latter winning over the
masscs because it best cxpresses their true aspirations (hence its
correctness). Of course. But after the conquest of power,
Jacobin centralization, systematic resistance to the reactionary
tendencies among the workers themselves, a merciless struggle
against confused, rcactionary, or romantic ideologies that have
become pernicious . . .

A tense silence fell little by little around Kraflt, whose feeble
hand was making authoritarian gestures. And Fomine exploded
in a voice snarling with sarcasm, stunning laughter, impetu-
osity:

‘Ah! No! After all! If you want to imagine you are carrying
the truth i your right-hand vest pocket, sharp and clear like a
white pebble, that's your business. But if, from that, you want
to closc my mouth by calling me a reactionary. a romantic, a
utopian, a petit-bourgcois or whatever you like, then no! I won't
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stand for it. Nobody will stand for it. In two words: Are you
for freedom of the press, yes or no?’

‘Under a bourgcois regime, before the conquest of power,
yes, because it is necessary to the proletariat. Afterwards, that
notion becomes superfluous. We control the press. We are free.
The unhealthy and reactionary tendencies of the working class
have no right to what you call — using an old liberal word, not
really revolutionary - frcedom.

A hubbub of ¢xclamations drowned out his voice. ‘But who
is to judge?’ — ‘The organized proletariat.’ — “T'hat is to say the
party, your party.’ — ‘The only party of the prolctariat.’

‘Then,’ cried Fomine, ‘you’ll have to throw me into prison,
do you understand? You'll have to mass-produce prisons! And
then - then — I'd really like to see that!’

‘I don’t know,’ retorted Krafft, without raising his voice, ‘if it
will be necessary to build new prisons, for prisons are destined
to disappear, but we’ll certainly need the old oncs for the en-
emies of the revolution as well as for bunglers. Besides, they’ll
be quite well off there. Much better than here, you can believe
me. . . . The only choice we have is between victory and de-
struction. Fantasy and poetry are beside the point. Look, it’s
entirely possible that three-quarters of the workers themselves
will turn against us at the first serious difficulties. Aren’t we well
aware that they, too, are permeated with the old ideas, the old
instincts of the bourgcoisie? that they have only ifs newspapers
to read? Ought we, out of a respect for some high principles
inculcated by the enemy, to leave him alone so that they can
help to hang us and then take up the yoke again?’

Krafft remained alone. Shrugs, Karl’s broad smile in his
sunny beard, and one of Sonnenschein’s good storics calmed
everyone down. Krafft, overcome by sheer weight of numbers,
considered us calmly, with a nuance of irony in his eyes.

The news from Russia filled us all with a boundless
confidence.



27 Flight

Having stretched out in the yard, in the sun, under his blanket,
old Antoine fell asleep. At soup call at four o’clock he didn’t get
up and nobody paid any attention to him. The shade crept over
the slecper. Strollers bent over him; a group formed. They were
looking at his fleas. The blanket was covered with wide milky
spots with moving edges. After a long moment, someonc won-
dered why those thousands of parasites were fleeing the man,
already as cold as a stone.

‘’E’s decad.’

Nobody was willing to touch thc hunched-up corpse. The
male nurse Jean promiscd God-know’s-what to two miserable
devils who finally dragged him off without lifting him, stiff as a
wax doll.

‘Our crew is ready,” Sam announced to us that day.

They had been preparing their escape for long days — three of
them: Sam, a tall, sad boy called Markus (a Russian Jew in his
twenties), and the Rumanian. Markus had been my bunk mate
for a while. Captivity oppressed him to an inexplicable degree.
Hc was covered with invisible chains; they wore out his
muscles, they drove him to despair. His young worker’s hands
had become soft, thin, pale: ‘Ladylike hands, wouldn’t you
say?’ he would ask, full of scorn and humiliation. His spirits
rose abruptly once his decision had been made. ‘What the hell,
I'll take the chance!” he told us, exalted. We considered the
barbwire fence under the window and, near his sentry box, the
sleepy sentry, recognizable by his red neck and his elephantine
hindguarters: it was Vignaed, o socidist wldier who nover
spared the Bolsheviks his disapproval. ‘Do you think Vignaud
would shoot?’ questioned Sonnenschein. ‘And how!” said Sam.
‘I think so too,” said Sonnenschein, ‘but he would miss his man
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... — ‘Without doing it on purpose, the fat-ass bastard!’ Vig-
naud noticed us and gave us a friendly wave of the hand. ...
‘I'ne Rumanian who was supposed to leave with our two com-
rades rather worries us. Certainly suspected of espionage,
he was truly clegant, ageless, his hair carefully pomaded,
his eyelids wrinkled; a jaded habitué of night clubs, an
expert poker player, deceitful and polite, who trimmed his
nails carefully every morning. He needed resolute companions
for this daring attempt; his contribution to the group was
a wad of banknotes artistically sewn into the lining of his
clothes.

Their plan was simple. Wait for one of those stormy evenings
when the rain forces the sentrics to huddle in their shelters
while the white glare of the scarchiights fights against the rain
squalls, and the noises of the downpour fill the garden. Then
they would climb down, with the help of knotted blankets, from
a sccond-storecy window conveniently hidden by the shade of an
apple tree. Like shadows flecting through the darts of rain, they
would cross over the most dangerous zone, onc after the other.
The scaling of the barbwire scemed relatively casy near ceitain
fence posts, the sentries” attention being focuscd principally on
the lighted space between the buildings and the barbwire. They
could count, with luck, on getting over the obstacle and plung-
ing into the night. They would travel by night and hide during
the day.

As well as the secret was kept. something must have leaked
out, for Maerts made it known to us that he was inviting two
members of the group for coffee. I went there with Sam. The
buccaneer flashed a dark, enigmatic look at us from under his
felt hat.

“You can have confidence in Maerts,” he said, talking of him-
self in the third person. “The whole camp knows that. So let's be
frank! You’re preparing a break, ¢h?’

‘Somec people preparce them and some people only dream of
them,’ said Sam, lcaving matters undctermined,

We were drinking the coffee in little sips, without hurrying,
like sly old foxes talking over a business deal. But what were we
setling there?
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‘It will succeed,” declared Maerts at last, ‘if [ want it to. That
will only cost you a hundred francs.’

To have him against us could be dangerous. To fall in with
him could be worse. Discussing it would be tantamount to ad-
mitting it.

‘You’re wasting your drinks, Monsieur Maecrts; you
shouldn’t lct people take you in like that ..’

We felt it was proper to remain a little longer out of pol-
iteness.

We exchanged firm handshakes with the scoundrel. He
couldn’t know anything very precise. His suspicions must have
fallen on our group. Maybe the gendarme Richard had even
commissioned him to test us out?

%

The gendarme Richard, having made his rounds, entercd Ad-
jutant Soupc¢’s office. Boredom held these two men together like
a thick layer of glue and made them as impermeable to each
other as two stones cemented into the same wall. The adjutant
was thinness itsclf, the gendarme roundness. One was known as
the Beanpole and the other the Billiard Ball. The Beanpole
lived surrounded by bills of lading, pots of geraniums, letters
from a little village in the Oise wherc he had a bit of property
and newspapers snitched from the internees’ mail. The Billiard
Ball guarded his camp with the diligence of a man who knows
his craft, without zeal however and without malice. ‘Billiard
Ball’s a round fellow,’ they uscd to say. The Billiard Ball wiped
his tar-black moustache with the back of his hand and unfolded
some little rolled-up bits of paper he had taken from his
pockets.

‘Well, well! The Rumanian is informing against the tav-
ernkeeper: trafficking in money.’

‘That’s all the same to me!’ replied M. Soupe, stufling his
nose with snuff. ‘Is that all?’

‘No. The tavernkeeper is informing against the Rumanian:
attempted escape.’

That was more serious. The Beanpole put down his news-
paper; his head, reduced to the proportions of a hairy skull, and
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his eycs, like molluscs on the half-shell, now strangely animated
came out of the zone of indiffcrence. The Billiard Ball knew all
about it anyway. The Russian group was running the show,
probably in order to send someone to Paris.

" “Who is supposcd to be leaving?’

‘A chubby lad, worker from Billancourt. Not dangerous.
If it were up to me,” said the round fellow, ‘I'd let him
run. The other: one Potapenko, known as Sam. Pass mc his
dossier.’

'They lcarned nothing disturbing from the dossier.

‘It’s the Rumanian I'm gunning for,” said the Billiard Ball.
‘That one mustn't get through. In God’s name, no! Not for
anything in the world! Ever since they shot Duval he’s been
shitting in his pants, and [ can understand why. As for me, I'd
give orders, and clear ones. What do you say?’

M. Soupe always gave his approval, as long as trouble was
avoided — ‘Oh, of course. Do your best’ — so that the round one
led the lanky one by the nosc.

*

There was only one window, sheltered by an apple tree, from
which the descent into the garden would be easy. There was
only one sentry box from which it could easily be watched. On
nights when the weather looked like it might be stormy, M.
Richard placed on this spot the man he had chosen for his good
eyesight, his sharp hearing, and above all because he had quite a
few little things to be forgiven for: the home-guard Flo-
quette.

‘Listen carefully,” the Billiard Ball explained to him: ‘“Three
of them are leaving. The first, I don’t care about. They can
always catch up with him on the road. Same for the third.
The second has “spy” written all over him. On no condition
should he be allowed to pass. You can fill his ribs full of lead
without a second thought. They won’t give you the Military
Medal for that, of course. But you will get a hundred sous
out of it.’

From then on Floquette walked slowly, his loaded rifle on its
sling, under that window which opened over the road to death.
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We would observe the sky with a sailor’s solicitude. The splen-
dour of the fiery sunsets tormented us, for they announced
peaceful nights full of constellations, nights of absolute cap-
tivity, nights without possible flight, without possible death.
Every evening three faces turned towards the futurc: Markus,
erect once again, a frank smile traced on the corners of his
mouth, a spark of joy — perhaps of power being born — in his
eyes; Sam, his mouth twisted, scemed to mock his own fate;
and, at a distance from them, at another window so as not to be
seen together, the pasty-faced Rumanian, devoured by anxiety,
afraid of straying, afraid of fleeing, afraid of opening a news-
paper and horribly afraid each time a uniform came into the
yard. Wasn’t his life hanging on a thread as thin as that
shiny spider’s web among the branches? His letters, trans-
mitted by a neutral embassy, were probably known to the
authorities. Everything depended on the silence of a man who
had been waiting for three months in a light-blue cell for
them to fling open the door suddenly in the middle of the
night and say to him: “T'ake courage . . .’ Would he keep
quiet? He was keeping quiet. Why was he keeping quiet? Why?
‘If it were me, I would talk. ...’ This thought wormed its way
into every nook of his coward’s soul. ‘He’ could still make
some last-minute revelations, gain a week of stay of exe-
cution by turning in the man who was here, anxious, chew-
ing on his well-manicured nails and saying to himself: ‘I
would do it myself. ... So, treacherous, he fclt himself
betrayed.

Markus was telling us how he had been knocked out one
May Day in the Place de la République. When he named the
streets, the squares of Paris, they were no longer names but
realitics. He would go to see the comrades at the Committee for
Social Defence. This accepted mission lifted his revived spirits
even more. His face smiling, enraptured, in the semi-darkness,
he at last confessed his secret to us: ‘Laura, I can’t live without
her!" And. as if this were somehow unworthy of a revolution-
ary, he quickly spoke of somcthing else. Laura would write to
us on his behalf, in a prearranged language. ‘Here is her writing
... —her illegible handwriting.
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Sam, who was the strongest, besides being chosen by the
group, would go over first. The Rumanian would follow, then
Markus, so that the Rumanian could be helped, if necessary, in
the scaling of the barbwire.



28 Blood

"The newspapers informed us of Lenin’s assassination. This time
the news seemed authentic. No one had been more marked for
such an end than Lenin. We assembled early, in a near-empty
barracks room, morc numerous than usual. Our impotence, our
sense of futility, of time running out while things were being
accomplished, were turning, at long last, into cold rage. We
walked about, furious, hands in our pockets, brooding over our
anger like animals in a zoo, like men in jail. In vain Krafft
would tell us, ‘All revolutionaries have known times like these,
these captivitics, these insipid moments; this is how men are
tempered, how their power is born, how they learn to be hard
and to see clearly; we are under an iron heel: but we are alive
and stronger than those who judge and hold us, and growing
even stronger. There comes a time when they can do nothing
more but kill us; and then it is too late, for our blood might be
more useful spilled than in our veins. ...’ Krafft was right, but a
kind of choking fury grew in us, causing us at times to reject
that truism, as if we wanted to despair, for despair meant re-
spite, renunciation.

‘We are ready.’

Ready for what? Perhaps to fight. Perhaps to die any kind of
absurd or necessary death — here, by chance. Or elsewhere,
because it must be so, doing rigorously, pitilessly what must be
done. Perhaps to live without weariness, without turning sour —
relentlessly. Perhaps to harness ourselves for years, for life, to
thankless tasks, to dark struggles, to the obstinate destruction of
things, to the obstinate gathering of the forces whose coming we
would not see. Ready. This feeling came to us all at once, born
out of a hatred so vast that it could not be expressed even in
thought. From the depths of the outcasts’ pit we condemned the
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world, the war, the law, the powerful, the rich, the liars, the
corrupt, the idiots.

Fomine opened the mecting. his head lowered.

‘Seems that it's true they’ve killed Lenin. The revolution has
résponded with a reign of terror. Six hundred bourgeois have
been shot in Petrograd. The cost, in blood, of a few skirmishes
in the Somme after which both headquarters write “all quiet”. 1
endorse the reign of terror, comrades. l.ct us not grieve over
Lenin’s blood. He did his job. The revolution must finally stand
up straight, sword unsheathed, and strike.’

He became impassioned. From the back of the room, Bel-
gians and Macedonians were staring at this tall, whitc-maned
old man who recalled historic massacres, heads cut off in "93,
red streams of the Chiteau-d’Eau barracks in *70. and who sang
the praises of terror.

Everybody wanted to speak. Words brought relief. Son-
nenschein stood up, his pince-nez in his hand, his eyes misty,
and said: ‘I endorse the terror . .. The rest was lost in a hub-
bub of confused voices. Dmitri, coughing out his lungs, Karl
and Gregor as solid as oaks, Krafft, the only one who scemed
really calm, Markus, beaming, and ¢ven the puppet Alschitz, all
cried out: “I'crror, terror!’

A driving rain was beating against the windows. Sam re-
mained silent. a little to onc side. Old Fomine’s eyc found him
in his corner.

‘And you. Sam,’ cried Fomine, ‘speak out if you are against,
if you have doubts! Wc¢ are locked up, we are in chains, we arc
nothing, but we are voting for terror. For or against?’

Sam answerced in a hollow voice.

‘For.’

And got up, bidding us farewell, with his cyes. Furtively,
Markus shook hands with people, murmuring: ‘What luck?’
They slipped away, followed by Sonnenschein, who had been
picked because of his innocuous appearance, to help them at
the last minute. We prolonged the mecting. Evening had come
very quickly under bursting clouds. The flaming tongues of the
candles rose up in front of old Fomine, causing huge shadows
to dance around us, and illuminating hands and faces frozen in
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an attitude of violence. We sang the ‘Farewell to the Dcad’ as at
revolutionary funerals in Russia. That powerful lament, trans-
forming masculine grief into solemn affirmation, drawing an act
of faith from a farewell and an oath from tears, elevated the
souls of thirty men, a few of whom were mediocre and the
majority no different from most men. They were all sincere.
They sang:

‘Qur path is the same as yours,
Like you, the prisons will destroy us ...

when a rifle shot tore through the rainstorm, the night, our
song, submerging us all suddenly in a glacial silence; only the
rain, the faraway howl of a watchdog could be heard; then a
harsh voice:

‘Halt there!’

And again the silence exploded on all sides in a clatter of rifle
fire which made our hearts leap, choked off the cries in our
throats, resounded in our skulls like madly clanging bells. And
again the silence descended immediately over the light drum-
ming of the rain. The flaming tongucs of the candles had not
moved. Their raw light showed three heads immobile, singu-
larly incxpressive: Fomine; Gregor, huge, his heavy jaw resting
on powerful and clean hands; Krafft, exhausted, thin-lipped, his
eyes slightly compressed. . .. For a sccond everyone could cling
to the wild idea that nothing had happened. But a formless
moan, a sob, the dcath rattle of a murdered man sent us dashing
to the windows, fists clenched, yelling:

‘Murderers! Murderers!’

During the night our prison wore a halo of white light. The
squalls of the rainstorm fought against the emptiness. A group
of shadows disappeared at the edge of our field of vision. Qur
uscless clamour was lost in this whiteness and this night, this
silence and this emptiness.

As the sentry watched, Sam had crossed the danger zone in
three bounds. He had managed successfully to climb over the
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barbwire fence, near a stake. Markus and the Rumanian waited
for him to get through: the huge room was dark and empty
behind them; Sonnenschein was guarding the door. The night
came in through the window, cold, damp, full of anguish.

‘Your turn, Kagan,” said Markus, smiling to his companion.
‘Sam slipped through like a letter through the mail. ... If you
have trouble at the stake, wait for me.

The Rumanian made out clcarly only thec ominous words: ‘at
the stake’. He leaned out and stared for a long time into the
darkness. The sentry was not visible, hidden in his sentry box;
but the barrel of his rifle shone out and perhaps the Rumanian
sensed the furious eyes of the watchman over the spirailed tube
of steel: Floquette, with his Mongol’s head, hunched in on him-
self, all ears so as not to miss the second escapee, the spy.

‘Don’t dawdle like that,” urged Markus. ‘Go ahead. Give me
yourarm ...

The Rumanian drew back sharply.

‘No. I'm staying. I've changed my mind. Good luck’

His arms werc trembling, his lips black on a face of grey
canvas. Markus shrugged his shoulders, threw his leg over the
window sill, and let himself slide down the knotted blankets.
The first gunshot crackled. Markus saw a flame obstructing his
path. The searchlights were blinding him; he hadn’t expectcd
such a brilliant light, made more intense by the huge din of the
explosion; he plunged ahead into the night directly in front of
him, scized the fence, and began to climb - a splendid target
hanging on barbwire. Coldly, Floquette fired on him at fiftcen
yards, cursing him under his breath: ‘Guzzle your Heinic gold,
go on guzzle it, you bastard, you spy.’ They dragged him, bleed-
ing into the mud, up to the infirmary. Billiard Ball ran up,
pushing through the outraged group intent upon the dying man,
and turned his flashlight on that young face, ravaged by his final

suffering.

‘Hell' exclaimed the gendarme, ‘it’s not him!’

Quick. in God's nume, the micte nune. .. Pick him up, you
brutes?’

The Rumanian shivered in his bed, hideously happy, in every
fibre of his being, that someone clse had been killed in his place,
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but transfixed by the inescapable and devastating thought that
now therc was no escape possible and that the man who would
be shot tomorrow would tatk, would certainly talk . ..



29 Epidemic

Sam was recaptured the next day after covering fifteen miles
over muddy roads.

Billiard Ball appeared in the large courtyard, his shoulders
slumped, sullen and broken-hearted. To a group of Belgians
who were standing around him he said: ‘It was a disaster. 1
would gladly have let him run, the poor lad . .. A few men,
their heads bowed, were staring fixedly at the holster of his
revolver. The male nurse Jean passed by, trailing an odour of
chloroform bchind him. ‘They gave him six injections,” he
whispered, his eyes wide open, his starc vacant. He never so-
bered up any more. We were overwhelmed by this murder,
which we could reconstruct to the last detail; we were overcome
by the feeling of complete powerlessness. Nothing had yet been
changed in Room III which Markus had occupied. His wicker
trunk was there, his magazines, his toothbrush. The Rumanian
was playing checkers in the Bonne Fortune cabaret with Mon-
sieur Arthur. Both had the same flabby hands, long and
white.

We deliberated. We would have liked an uprising. But we felt
it to be impossible, futile; we were afraid: afraid of being cow-
ardly, afraid of throwing ourselves into an adventure out of
fear of being cowardly, afraid of our own impotence. Our re-
pressed fury changed to disgust. We paced about as if in a cage,
weighing all the possibilitics. What possible revolt against the
thirty armed men who were guarding us with good rifles, star-
ved as we were, without even a real knife? But just to let silence
cover that pool of blood? What if we tried to protest, to de-
mand an investigation? But a protest against whom? An in-
vestigation by whom? The Greeks had let us know that they
would support us if we acted. We counted how many we were,
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eighteen trustworthy men, around ten more who would join us
as long as we held out — twenty-cight—another ten hardy fellows
who would join us. Thirty-cight out of four hundred. Fifty
Greeks who could hold out for a good while. The rest more
than doubtful, capable of supporting us in the beginning and
giving in at the ncxt moment.

A tall blond fellow, wearing a blue and white striped sailor’s
jersey, came to tell the Committec: ‘

‘Don’t give in. I'll kill Floquette.

He had his plan. And a weapon: an iron bar, pointed at the
end, patiently sharpencd into a stiletio, which he had been
carrying around for a long time, inside his pants’ leg.

When we were alone together he told me:

‘I've been wanting to kill somebody for a long {ime now.’

‘Why, Ivan?’

With a circular gesture he pointed to the black and grey
corridor where we were standing, the old worn-out planks un-
der our feet, the wide-open window through which — at the foot
of the church and a sombre building ~ you could see men who
looked like larva dragging themselves around the yard: bent old
men leaning on their canes, an idiot — always half-naked, always
shivering, even in the sunlight -~ and some Greeks moving
slowly in their dirty caftans.

‘For this, for everything.

1 asked:

‘But what can they do about it?’

And I remembered ~ as 1 looked at his bowed head, hard
shell of bone ready to plunge straight ahcad, even against a
wall, with its load of grey matter devastated by thought — I
remembered the dazzled bull in the arena, that human ring,
who feels himself the plaything of strange powers and tor-
menting insects dancing around him, golden, scarlet, vermilion,
cmerald green, and who wants, ycarns with all his strength,
the dark strength of a powerful beast bearing a prodigious
load of vital ardour, to knock them down with his muzzle,
to disembowel them with his horns, to crushi them under
his hooves, these dancing insects spinning all around him -
men.
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I explained to him that his primitive weapon, whose quad-
rangular point and metallic shimmer he was inspecting, would
not accomplish anything; that his rebellion was just, but not
well thought out; that Floquette, guilty or innocent, was in any
case negligible; that we had to lock up everything inside our-
selves, to forget nothing, to wait, know how to wait for years
and to resist, because the time to change everything, to be the
stronger, would come . ..

And, shaking his head, stubborn as an Andalusian bull, he
began to smile vaguely.

However, the next day or the day after, an agitated hand rang
the bell like a tocsin. Anxious soldiers appeared at the grille.
Stormy groups milled around the yard protesting because the
beans were inedible. We spoke of Markus in our harangues.
There was hunger and there was blood. There was time and
therc was war. :

And there was death,

*

Tt came without fanfare, simply, faceless, without terror, and it
curbed the rebellion, which was ready to rise up, as a great
wind curbs the sheaves of grain (but the grain stands up
again .. .).

A few feverish Greeks had begun to cough, to moan. Little
Nikos was delirious. We improvised a new infirmary in an
empty room on the ground floor, known as the ‘school-room’
which was used for our meetings. ... The bars on the windows,
shaped like inverted hooks, projected crude fleurs-de-lis on the
background of the green foliage in the garden. Nikos spent his
last night there, alone, as in a bare chapel. He had the extremely
red cheeks, the damp forehead, the intense stare of one who
now can only look inwards. Jean was supposed to sit up with
him, but he fecll asleep, drunk with ether, before a senseless
letter from Stéphanie. When he awoke, at dawn, Nikos was
frozen. His greenish body was marbled with grey spots, like the
shadow of a panther skin. We had to place three living men
beside him. Three men who looked as he had yesterday, who
would be tomorrow what he was already today. The three
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were Greeks too, lined up together according to their age;
onc beardless, twenty years old; the other hirsute, forty; the
third, a grey-bearded patriarch. The last alone had remained
conscious — serious, still authoritarian, talking quietly to his
bearers.

‘What did he say?’

‘He said to write to his sons that they shouldn’t sell the house;
to give his wool blanket to old Kostia — and also: “Let the Devil
take them, those sons of bitches!””

That very day the Belgians were attacked. ‘The new infirmary
had five beds, six, seven in the cvening (and Nikos’ speckled
corpse was still there, exuding a stale odour; for there were no
coffins ready in the village; Monsieur Soupe, farsighted, but not
farsighted enough, ordered a dozen of them - for which he re-
ceived a commission of twenty-four francs). Sonnenschein and
Faustin, two volunteers, watched over them in the glow of a
kerosene lamp. The Jew had taken up a book; but the murmurs
of the delirious, their calls, the white light cut off by stooped
shadows which came through the bars from the outside, the
smell of urine, of defecation and dcath, the tense silence of the
dead created an atmosphere from which one could not hope to
escape. Sonncnschein stood in the doorway in order to breathe
in the cool night air, his arms folded, wiping his pince-nez from
time to time — in his gesturcs and attitudes like the man on the
pillory who stood out in my memory. He forced himself to
think, calmly, likc a wise man, about life, death, matter, spirit,
eternity. Faustin II's tall dark body slipped noiselessly between
the cots. A division of the labour had occurred of itself betwcen
the two men. The Negro, sure of his strength and conscious
of the vulnerability of his ignorance, took upon himself the hard
task of turning over the moaners on their damp cots, of taking
them to urinate, of giving them something to drink, of keeping
them covered at every moment, of forcibly restraining the
delirious when they arosc, going off with uncanny energy
on God-knows-whal vovages. Sonnenschein weuld explain,
point things out, hclp. .. . "What should I do?” Faustin asked
him when a heavy-sct man tiecd down to his cot tossed about
ponderously, and moaned loudly. Faustin scemed to have
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no fear of the corpses, who were like men asleep, yet immedi-
ately recognizable by the stiff way they were laid out. by an
indefinable look of being broken-dewn or of hardness, which
reduced them to objects; Faustin had all the gravity of a
child performing a painful duty and desirous above all of
pleasing the teacher. ‘Nothing to be done,” answered Sonnen-
schein, underlining their common impotence with a gesture
of his two open hands. And the Negro, smiling with all of
his powerful teeth, commented, ‘Strong will live, weak will
die.

The old patriarch fought on for two days and a night, keep-
ing or recovering by moments his cruel clear-hcadedness. He
only knew a few words of French mixed with slang. Each time
he woke up he would raise his head and look around him,
counting the living and the dead. He called Sonnenschein over
with his eyes; and Sonnenschein, troubled by that clear look -
as if he ought to be ashamed, himself, of letting his fcllow
creatures die and of surviving them, angry at himself for not
knowing in what language to address this old man - would
ask:

‘Comment ¢a va? Wie geht’s? Nié loutché?’

The patriarch’s bloodshot eyes would move slowly and direct
an unswerving glance, like an invisible ray, towards a form
stretched out near by; his lips, at the same time grey and violet-
tinged, stirred, pronouncing only one word:

‘Croaked?’

Sonnenschein lacked the courage to lie — a lic would doubt-
less have exasperated this solid old man, as would cheating on a
bargain, or a precaution unworthy of him in danger. But in
order to comply with a desire for dignity in death which he
believed he sensed in him, Sonnenschein would go over to the
designated remains, close the dead man’s eyelids with his finger-
tips, and join his hands across his stomach. The patriarch fol-
lowed all these movements with a serious attention in which
Sonnenschein discerned approbation. e alone cut of cight was
alive on the third day. ‘They didn't know what to do with him.
The doctor did not appear.

Before falling into a coma, the patriarch painfully stirred his
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great arms, which madec one think of the rugged branches of a
felled tree. Sonnenschein thought he understood his wish, went
over, and gently, but not without difficulty, raised his hands
with their shapcless nails like the worn claws of an old tiger —
hands which had firmly held the swing-plough, the axe, the knife,
the woman’s shoulder, the child’s frail body, the friend’s
hand. . . . The Jew thought obscurely of thosc things as he
joined them over the huge tortured chest in which the heart
made a dull sound as of shovels of earth falling into a faraway
grave,

‘Good,’ said the old man.

It was still night. The twinkling stars emitted an extra-
ordinary calm. All at once to himsclf, Sonnenschein said that
life is marvellous. He took a few steps in the darkness, stumb-
ling over some sharp stones, and pronounced aloud: *Mar-
vellous.” He looked at the stars, and, between them, making his
eyes blink, the tiny luminous points that were still more stars.
And he thought wordlessly of those countless worlds, of those
great fires gravitating through space, following necessary
courses, of the continents, of thc races, of the cities, of the
flowers, of thc machines; of the animals in the warm grass, the
teeming water, the jungle, the cold steppe, of the children who
were laughing, at that moment, on beaches in the sun, on the
other side of the earth; a mother giving suck to her greedy child,
somewhere, perhaps in California, perhaps in Malaysia,
bronzed or copper-coloured madonna ... madonna with half-
closed eycs, with pointed breasts ... white madonna. ... ‘But
they exist, they exist,” thought Sonnenschein with astonished
joy. ‘There is no death,” he said, surprised by his own words,
without the presence of cold corpses, behind him in the naus-
eating room, seeming to contradict the inexpressible aflirmation
with which he was brimming.

‘Sonnenschein!’

Faustin II joined him. ‘Sonnenschein,” he asked, ‘do you
know how fo row?”  ‘No.” - ‘Tt's 2sod to row,” said the Negro.
He leaned over, his neck beint, working imaginary oars with his
Herculean arms. ‘Like this. The night, so. There are reeds, the
river is terrible, you know, calm and terrible, treacherous like a
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sleeping serpent ... — ‘What river’ thought Sonnenschein, but
without asking. He murmured:

‘Yes, it’s good to row, Faustin. You’ll take up the oars again,
Faustin, on the peaceful and treacherous river.’



30 The Armistice

Upon waking, people would wonder who had died during the
night. We uscd to call the infirmary the Morgue. A sick man
even said, fecling very low: ‘All right, 'm cooked. Take me off
to the Morgue.” They took him. He was an Alsatian or a Bel-
gian, worker or peasant, one lad among many others about
whom nothing in particular was known. The disease, oblit-
erating his youth, depersonalized him cven more. His greatest
preoccupation during his last day was to prevent anyone from
stealing his nickel-plated watch, attached to his wrist by a cop-
per band. Consumed by fever, he would raisc his arms: trying
to join them behind his neck in order to hide the watch. We
went to see him, Sonnenschein and I: he came out of his be-
wildered despair in order to wave good-bye to us with his hand
over his hcad: Farewell, farewell. ... The pain of death could
be read clearly on that damp and dried-out face, as if ossified,
streaked with purple, livid at the temples where the eyes,
drowned in a haze, had an atrocious fixity. He was only one
dead man among many others.

Almost all of us had been infected, but our group held out
victoriously against the cpidemic. From the beginning we had
noticed that the disease only killed off the¢ most miserable, the
famished, the lice infested. The Greeks, reduced for the most
part to living off the administrative pittance, and whose hygicne
was poor, had been the first to be touched. The Belgians and the
Alsatians had been decimated. We Russians held out thanks to
our solidarity. Our emergency fund provided just about enough
extra provisions for even the least fortunate ameng us to keep
the flame of hfe glowing, if only as an eriber. We aflowed no
one to be carried ofl to the Morgue, while the others cleared
their rooms of the feverish at the first opportunity. We went to
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bed, one aflter the other, teeth chattering, while the con-
valescents and those who had been spared watched over the
sick. We continued to struggle, to think. T'o a comrade rolled up
in his covers, his burning hecad buricd in a pillow covered by an
old dishrag, we had to bring thc news of the day — dispatches
from the front: the Chiteau-Thierry ‘pocket’, the last big push
of the Central Powers against Paris; dispatches from Russia:
terror, exploits of the Czechoslovaks, *barbarism of the Chincse
and 1.ett practorians forming the Peoples’ Commissars’ guard,’
denial of the rumour of Trotsky’s assassination, Lenin’s recov-
ery, nationalization of heavy industry -- and the sick man wouid
chuckle, think things over, want to argue: and this signalled the
victory of life within him . ..

Pll never forget the joy of a young lad who had realiy
thought he was a goner for a while; he kept silent, but his eyes
cried out his anguish. Every time we approached him, he would
follow our movements with a sort of dread and a terrible cough
would wrack his body. We finally understood that he was afraid
we had come to tell him that it was necessary to move him to
the infirmary. ‘As for me,” said Sonnenschein in an ofthand
way, standing in front of his bed, ‘I don’t let anybody go down
there.” A morning came when the sick man felt saved. I could
see it in his eyes as soon as 1 had crossed the threshold of Room
IT. He was lying in the back, only his head emerging from under
the covers; but he grected me from afar with such a springlike
smile that I myself was refreshed, likc a thirsty man who has
just tossed off a big glass of spring water. What life-giving
spring water flowed from him to me, from him to everyone!
For scveral days he was radiant with his joy of living, too great
to be expressed, and which he held in, besides, out of a kind of
modesty; and this gave him the confused air of young lovers
whose secret is discovered, who blush, betray themselves, smile,
recover themselves. . .. He had taken up but little placc among
us until then, but he became dear and close to us becausc of his
happiness and the good that his happiness did us. The group
was no longer compicte without him. A new ardour made his
limbs more supple. I don’t know what quality of nimblencss
and frolicsomeness in the movements of this young man whom
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I had known and ignored as taciturn made me think of the
delightful spontaneity of young kittens. . . . He would laugh
gladly, and even when he wasn’t laughing, his eyes still
laughed.

People continued to die around us, a little more slowly since
the more helpless were now sleeping in the little Trécy cemetery
behind a low church with a pointed spire; some of them with
white wooden crosses, like those which were planted in such
numbers at the Front, the others, more numerous, under a com-
mon mound. The life of the camp continued unchanged above
the Morgue and those graves. Is it not as simple to die as to
live?

Men had been killed during those days, somewhere, in con-
monplace trenches over which hope passed, like a putrefying
breeze. They were the last dead of the war; and we thought
about them, I don't know why, with an even more indignant
sadness. The Armistice exploded above us like a dazzling
rocket, tracing a meteoric curve through the sky of our grey life.
In the yard, radiant soldiers carrying newspapers mingled to-
gether with groups which would suddenly come together and
then fly apart in an explosion of shouts: men began to run up
and down the stairways, pursuing each other, pursued by their
joy. Armistice, peace, the end of the nightmare, the end of capti-
vity! We shared in that great joy, we too were carried away. The
minutes which passed were henceforth no longer those of im-
mense fratricide. But we were full of second thoughts:

‘It’s a crushing victory,’ said Krafft.

‘Therefore; no revolution. Order, triumph, trophies, parades,
the survivors’ pride guaranteeing that the sufferings and the
deaths would be forgotten, apotheosis of the gencrals.’

‘Here, yes,” resumed Fomine. ... ‘And for the moment. But
over there it’s already the revolution, the true victory of the
vanuaished, born in defeat.”

Yes. Over there and here. Wherever it may be, this victory of
the vanquished, lighting its torches now in Kiel, in Berlin, in
Vienna, in Budapest, in the flames of red flags; proclaimed by
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Liebknecht, come out of prison to harangue the crowds from
the Emperor’s balcony (‘. . . he took to his hcels, the Kaiser, like
a rabbit’) — this victory is ours! What leaps it is making, from
the Ncva, from the Volga, to the Vistula, to the Rhine, to the
Escaut! Will the old armies, heavy with their old, deadly vic-
tories, be able to stop it? We concluded, in turn, that it was
impossible and that it was probable.

The Morgue had its contingent of half-dead men. They heard
the Armistice being acclaimed. An excited group burst through
the door of their cold and nauseating room. They were able to
glimpsc the upturned faces, the open arms calling to them; they
could hear the vigorous voices calling to them:

“The grip can’t hold us any more! This time it’s peace! Get
up!’

‘Get up!” shouted another enthusiast before they dragged him
off and the door was closed again over the tumultuous appar-
ition, reflected without astonishment in the glassy eyes of the
dying men.

One of them, benumbed by a feverish somnolence, would
question me every time I went to see him. The effort he had to
make in order to speak and understand dilated his pupils.
‘What’s happening?’ he finally articulated. T leaned over to his
ear and I said forcefully, but not too loud to trouble the silence
of the room, ‘The Armistice!” But he couldn’t understand and
would ask, an hour later, with the same effort: ‘What’s hap-
pening?” And I answered him, as best I could, like a man
trying to make himself understood through walls - but already
there was nothing left for him.

3k

The Baron was dying in a descrted room, on the second floor,
along with another moribund. They had not been sent to the
Morgue on account of their lucidity. The room was illuminated
by bay windows full of a milky sky. These two men had dysen-
tery or intestinal typhuse A horeibie stench thickened the air
around them. They were in the throes of death amid detecation,
light; and calm.

We had seen the Baron go down slowly among us, step by
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step, on the invisible stairway to that level which was even more
piteous than the grave in which his remains would soon be laid
out. We had known him ciegant, dressed in a grey hunting
costume, his calves moulded by leather leggings. He smoked a
handsome meerschaum pipe: and his eyes, grey like his mous-
tache, levelled a distant but good-natured glance at people.
Months passed without letters, without hope, without money.
Somewhere in Flanders a patriotic notary was looking after his
estate and cheating him. He borrowed from Maerts in order to
gamble in the Bonnc Fortune cabaret. We saw him wash his
own linen, swap his hunting jacket for an old soldicr’s tunic.
and take his scat, his moustache drooping and his eye humili-
ated, next to Lamblin who would say to him, familiarly: ‘Willya
’ave a coffee, Baron.” He would borrow thirty centimes from
people without returning them. ‘A moocher,” they said. His
badly patched shoes became broken-down clodhoppers. He was
a poor wretch. The Flemish used to call him Barontje. He had a
yellow complexion, cheeks covered with an ashy brush, a life-
less gaze. He sold his bread to buy cigarettes. Now his tall body,
thin and hairy, is being slowly drained of its blood, its strength,
of everything. A pile of shapeless old clothes rests on a stool at
his bedside. Faustin I1, who had been taking care of him, has
fallen sick as well. ‘There’s nothing left to do,’ says Jean, the
male nurse. ‘Let him be.” His cot, caked with defecations, is like
a dungheap. He moans feebly, falls asleep, is delirious at mo-
ments, falls back into a torpor full of dreams. ... It is then he
calls Charlie, his handsome intelligent setter, stuffs his pipe, and
sets off on the Campine road, walking stick in hand, greeted by
the people he passes; the road turns, lined with alder trces; cows
watch this peaceful man go by; the animals belong to Jef van
Dacle. a sly chap who knows everything about breeds and
prices, really a characler out of Breughel, that fat Jef, and a
joker, but what a shot with a bow and arrow. ... He enters the
Cabarct du Coq, but that's not old Mother Mietje bringing him
his gin at his usual scat neay the window idreoagh which he can
sce the grey waters of the Nethe - it's Maerts, a huge Maecrts,
whose bearded head, covercd by a little dented hat, grows
larger, puffs up, blocks the window, is about to crash through
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the ceiling and knock down the poster-covered walls. ‘You
didn’t ¢xpect to find me here, eh Monsieur le Baron?’ mocks
that formidable disembodied head. ‘Ah! Bastard!" cries the
Baron, and he strikes with all his strength, strikes that mon-
strous. fantastic head which bounces back flabbily under his
blows without ceasing its mocking laughter ...

That head is shouting. What is it shouting? ‘Vive la paix! Vive
la France!” What peace? The room is white, invaded by sky,
“This one's croaking, that's for sure . . ." From a second floor,
through the glass door, the noisy progress of a wild farandole
can be seen. The door opens and there stands Macrts, Lamblin,
Arthur, Jean, and others; they cnter, arm in arm, joyous, but
repressing a shudder . ..

‘Baron.’ says Macrts, ‘gotta get better! Therc's peace!”

‘Get better, my poor fellow,’ says Jean, his eyes humid, in the
tone of voice in which he would have said, ‘better die’.

The Baron follows their more and more muddled group with
his eyes. He has understood irrevocably: he no longer can feel
his feet. which had been cold. His stomach is a stone. Tears
gather in the corner of his c¢yes and roll down into his mous-
tache.



31 Hostages

Our fate, however was being decided thousands of leagues from
there. Moscow was slecping the tense and heavy sleep of citics
where famine, fear, energy, and the unknown are at work. In a
large apartment in the Hotel Mctropole, furnished with Louis
XVI consoles, glass-front cupboards for porcelains — now
stuffed with files — and gilded chairs loaded down with papers,
in which the disorder reigning was that of an old and slightly
eccentric scholar, an old emigré, grizzled and hunchbacked,
with the delicate gestures of a numismatist, was wearily moving
papers around on his mahogany Empire desk ornamented at the
corners by gilded lions’ heads. There were newspapers brought
by courier from the borders, all of which had become
battleficlds, some of them marked with checks in red pencil,
American books, tracts published in Paris by the Committec for
the Third International, copics of a review from Geneva, de-
crees reproduced by typewriter, scaled envelopes bearing the
stamp of the Central Committee and sheets of notepaper carry-
ing only a few words followed by initials: ‘Reject the Swedish
proposal,” or ‘Plcase have some canned foods given to Mr Has-
tings.” And rough drafts of diplomatic notes on the backs of
sheets from desk calendars. . . . This particular paper had al-
most got lost between a glass of tea, the erotic correspondence
(devoid of interest) seized on the person of a spy, and a stack of
papers to be filed. If it had been lost, would not our fates have
been lost too for a few days, enough for the rebellion or the
epidemic? The old emigré read it with his habitual attention,
the attention of an extremely conscientious functionary, inter-
rupting his reading for a sip of dctestablc KINGDOM OF DEN-
MARK tca (followed by an involuntary grimace: that lowest

204



grade tea in hard tablets sent by the Kouznetzov brothers from
Central Asia ...). Since it was six in the morning and this man
was fighting against such great fatigue that his eyclids drooped
irresistibly, heavy with sleep, his mind was no longer able to
master the words entirely. He thought: ‘Elsinore. . . . “Some-
thing is rotten in the state of Denmark ...” Who said that?’
And, his eyes complctely shut, remembered: ‘Marcellus, in the
first act.” Red Cross. What's this business all about? Another
intercession for some executed bankers? This probability added
weight to his fatigue. As if he could do anything about it! There
was nothing to do, after all, but send an evasive answer. . ..
‘The projected exchange of hostages could take place on the
Finnish border ...” Suddenly the man felt completely awake.
Two lists of names were annexed to the letter. Generals,
colonels, captains, ah! that little lieutenant who so stupidly let
himself get arrested in that Yaroslav bridge business ... and
that general who was seen trembling right after the attempted
assassination, when everyone still thought Lenin was dying, that
general who said that ‘personally he had nothing to do with it
... Personally, by God! What a mess on this desk where a
paper of such importance had been lost for two days. (‘... 1
need a good secretary, but where can I find one?’Eyelids heavy.)
Let’s look at the other list. Civilian Internees: Potapenko, mech-
anic; Krafft, chemist; Fomine, commercial traveller; Levine,
tailor, and his family, seven persons; Sonnenschein. ... Not a
single recognizable name: no doubt, as usual, fifty per cent
scoundrels and adventurers. That will give us a little more: a
drop in the ocean. ... This business must be expedited rapidly.
Let’s get rid of these generals whose precious skins are difficult
to preserve in periods of plebeian terrorism . ..

Thus the exchange of hostages was decided, signed two days
later. The city lay under a blue haze, brightened slightly by a
layer of snow covering all things. The facade and the white
columns of the Grand Theatre looked out on a huge deserted
sguarce where the night lay over the whiteness, twinkling in
places, without smothering it A Hittie Back stone Tay encrusted
there in a dead flower bed; onc might have thought it the tip of
a grotesque rock flowering there above the earth in the middlie of
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the city. Tt was in fact a block of granite, the colour of old
blood, of rust and coral, bearing these words:

This
is the first stone
of the monument to be raised
to
KARL MARX
leader and guide of the proletariat

All of us did not leave. This sudden denouement disconcerted
Fomine, who had been living in Paris for thirty years and who,
for twelve years, had made a nook for himself in Fontenay-
aux-Roses, peopled with voices and works dedicated to the rev-
olution. The Revolution of '89 gave his study its atmosphere. An

“autograph of Collot d'Herbois, under glass, hung alongside The
Incorruptible’s profile, engraved, on the occasion of the Festi-
vals of Reason, by a sycophant artist; a precious copy of Ba-
boeuf’s Tribune of the People, dating from the good period -
the one when the Egalitarian was a Thermidorian but the one
when he was repenting for having been one — was placed under
bevelled glass in onc of the corners of the worktable. Memoirs
of that period, along with Taine and Jaurés, filled a whole
glassed-in cupboard; Marx and the Russians held another; Kro-
potkin and Sorel, the anarchists and syndicalists, a third. ‘All
the explosives which will blow up the modern world are stored
within these three panels,” Fomine would sometimes say. These
three libraries looked out through a large bay window over the
garden, between the thickets and the lilacs. The old man used to
return therc after his errands in Paris, disgusted by the world,
pleased by his successful deals, despising himself a little for
having pulled them off successfully, but looking forward with
pleasure to the profits he had made (he had two ways of announ-
cing that he was an insurance salesman: one full of dignity
and spirit, with the squaring of the shoulders and the brow of a
businessman confident of overcoming all objections - and the
other, toneless, without any pride, in front of certain comradces).
Back in his ‘lair’ he recovered his real face, that of an exile who
will never give in; his real step (muffled by slippers), that of a
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leader of men whose time is past or has not yet arrived; his real
thoughts, the thoughts of a saboteur - and his confidence in the
future. He trusted serenely in history, that abstract divinity
which leads pcoples, prosperous or impoverished, from cata-
strophes to revolutions; in good books; in correct theorics; in
comrades, whoever they might be, his hand forever open with
welcome or aid, not in the least a dupe of their pettinesses, their
stupidities and dishonestics, but certain that everything is scttled
in the long run and that the future makes its way, making usc of
petty rascals and thoroughgoing scoundrels, idiots and men of
intelligence, cowards and brave men. errovs and truth, ail at the
same time. They would come to ask him for articles (signed, out
of prudence, with pscudonyms), addresses, advice, moncey. The
Armistice signed, he had cxpectations of going back to his ‘old
lady’ with whom, for a third of a century, he had been living ‘in
frec union’, so that the whole neighbourhood belicved they
were legally married. If the revolution should nced his head one
day, ail right, on Sanson-Deibler’s* machine or in any other
way - ‘it’s still good for taking. my hcad!” -- he was ready at any
moment (‘after all it’s not my library that would weigh in rhat
balance!’) — but to speak the truth, though he didn’t say so, he
no longer fclt strong cnough to leave his lair for cver and to
plunge into the unknown at an age when Bakunin himself was
retiring. In order to justify himself in front of us he scarched
for contradictory reasons; he would be more useful by staying.
We voted our approval, for ¢veryone does his task in his place,
as long as he really wants to. Sam murmured with an equivocal
smilc:

“You will be the repository of our illusions.’

That question settled. Fomine considered us with a*new
sadness. Suddenly he felt himself old, bothered again by a rheu-
matic ache in the knee; he was on the point of sending his
library, Fontenay-aux-Roses and the rest, to the Devil. ‘Well,
too bad,” he said to himself. ‘My old lady can leave too ... But
the thought that the two of them would be plunging into

1

the great storinr of clubs, “days’ In the squares, red flags,

*Family of French exccutioners, 1740 -1840, pére et fils. Killed Louis XVI
and Marie Antoinette.
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firing squads — he, all white and suffering from his knee; she,
hunched, enslaved for such a long time under the drudgeries of
housework — was even worse than the pain of watching
us leave.

Krafft, without any explanation, announced that he was stay-
ing too.

‘Take me along!’ demanded Faustin II.

He had been coughing for several days. His handsome vigour
had suddenly left him. Slightly stooped, his shoulder blades
sticking out under an old lightweight spring overcoat which was
too short and too tight and which he couldn’t even button, he
went up and down the stairways leaning on the bannister; his
hands, whose fingers were terminated by nails that were almost
white, seemed to have faded. He hardly laughed any more: and
when he did laugh, his softencd lips parted over anaemic gums
which were tinted with the nasty bluish pink of diseasc. He was
still holding up, however. The announcement of our departure
caused him a strange sorrow, which he only realized himself
while watching us pack our bags, when the corners of the room
were empty and when it became clear to him, with inexorable
clarity, that twenty men whom he knew well, with whom he had
looked after the sick, taken the dying to the Morgue, survived,
would no longer be there in a few hours.

He sat down on the partition next to Sonnenschein, who was
leaving him his blankets, remained there without speaking, his
hands clasped on his knces, his jaw hanging, like an old man.
‘Don’t worry about it,” Sonnenschein said to him. ‘The war is
over. Soon you’ll be free.

He replied only after a long moment of silence.

‘...Tdon’t need much.’

And he stared at us with a discouraged smile, as vulnerable as
a child. How like that other Faustin he seemed to me at that
moment: his unknown double, that soldier who was doubtless
long buried in some lousy corner of Champagne! It was really
the sarme expression as that of a man who has a mistake to be
forgiven {or - but what mistake he didn’t know himsclf? — and
would like to lie, perhaps to lie to himself, but feels that it’s
useless,
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‘Farewell, Faustin.’

*

We sct off onc evening, over dark roads, twenty men fianked by
gendarmes and home guards. We went along with such a lively
step that we dragged our escort behind, striking the hard earth
with our hobnailed boots. The whole camp had given out a
shout when they saw us go. We were leaving its misery sur-
rounded by barbwire; we were entering the night, going
towards a distant conflagration. The camp cheered us; clusters
of hands stretched out towards us, the bad, the vile and the
unclean along with the others. Now we were a troop on the
march, projected towards a goal thousands of miles distant, but
one already strong with an immense élan, for the whole past
was but an élan, and the very earth, stuffed with dead men,
seemed to rebound under our feet like a springboard . ..

Some policemen in plain clothes took charge of us in a small
railroad station. We felt singularly free and proud, still cap-
tives, but from now on following our own road; that road
towards the great victory of our people....We travelled in
second-class coaches. Our thinness and our shabby belongings
contrasted with the luxury of the blue compartments and the
well-dressed bulk of the gentlemen — more suspicious than we —
who guarded the doors at stops while chatting agreeably with
us. Dust of the vanquished that we were, leftovers from
struggles without glory — for it is the masters who give out the
glory - here it was that we answered for the very precious
existence of generals destined for ali times to judge us; here it
was that they answered for us, hostages themselves, before the
revolution, our victory.

‘What do you say about it, Sam?’

‘I say that it’s beginning too well. I hardly believe it.’

‘I say it’s about time!” murmured Dmitri, standing at the
coach window, so thin that we wondered whether he would last
out the voyage.

‘The traimm passed through a town at the Froat. Gutted houses
opened their dead insides, papered with-bright wallpaper, to the
wind. Blackened timbers lay all about a station whose metal
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roof supports were twisted and ripped apart. We stopped for a
moment in a sort of dismal suburb: the white wooden crosses
filled the landscape.

Overworked women pushed through the blue mobs at the
stations under the December rains. Houses leaning over, some-
times crushed in, their windows cut out like dark wounds,
watched peace being born in boundless fatigue. Red Cross
ladies, blondc, powdered, clegant and attractive, appeared,
placed there like tall sheaves of briiliant flowers at the doors of
neat barracks. ‘Devotion in lace,” said Sam. In a dark city,
beneath the spire of a cathedral, there were mutilated houses
held up by beams as if on crutches; a dark cabarct, brimming
with exhausted Britons, and Dmitri, whom we had brought
there searching for a hot supper, talking to them in English; and
suddenly their handshakes, the enthusiasm in their eycs, a whole
circle of anxious faces around us saying, ‘Us too! us too!” with a
profound accent of menace and of hope. ‘A wholc camp mu-
tinied near Calais,” a skinny Tommy whispered to us, like a
miner out of the mine, on the sly so as not to be noticed by the
embarrasscd gentleman who accompanied us ...

Some poor bastards of Bavarian peasants floundering about
in the mud, under a rain as sad as their days — and so many of
ours — were watching the trains go by from bchind barbwirg; in
order to greet them we waved a red handkerchief which pro-
voked a confused commotion among them.

And then the sea.



32 ‘Asin Water, the Face of a Man ...

The Greek steamer Andros, sailing under French registry, was
carrying seventeen hundred Russian wounded and convales-
cents in its hold and steerage: a whole starving mob, like our-
selves guarded by tall Senegalese, savage shepherds of this
peaccful flock. We occupied comfortable first- and second-class
cabins. Other groups had joined ours and, since the exchange
was arranged by head, children were counted as hostages too. A
few gangs of undesirables, collected off the slum streets of Paris
and Toulon, delighted by the clcan whiteness of the cabins and
the good food, were living a waking dream there. The North
Sca was tinted with grey silk and silvery reflections; heavy white
clouds scuttled ceasclessly by. Derelict hulks were often sighted.
A destroyer, slicing through the waves in front of us, shelled a
mine, a black object which you could see, through field glasses,
floating like a cork; a tall geyser of splashing water, a fantastic
palm tree surging out of the waves and then immediately en-
gulfed, erased that floating death. The hazes in the evening
glowed red, splendid as in the first days of the earth. Children
and childlike young women leaned over the bulwarks with us
before these flaming horizons. Streams of gold on the surface of
the sca ran right up to us. In the end, the pale blues came
inexorably over the sky, soon dotted by the winking points of
the constellations. At times the Iong brilliant shafts of search-
lights would glide through the night in even flight. We watched
the land appear and disappear; outlined so lightly on the hor-
izon that they hardly scemed to exist: Denmark, Sweden, is-
lands. Even the cold seemied tonic and purifying.

*

211



I loved to follow the sober curve of the seagulls’ flight
around the ship. The extended shapes - gliding, piercing — of
the white birds had, in their capricious yet precise flight,
an almost perfect harmony. T thought of the beauty of a
law fulfilled with simplicity. I should have wished for a fate
similar to that sinuous yet direct curve of white flight above the
foam, in the vast pale light. To accomplish one’s task among
those who are moving ahead, to accomplish it simply, with-
out weakening or souring, as difficult as it might be. And
with our eyes open: refusing to lie to others, refusing to lie to
oneself.

We were nearing our goal. The prow of the Andros was
slicing through new oceans with powerful ease. The waves,
now miilky, now oily, mirrored the white Baltic skies.

We were approaching the revolution with each turn of the
ship’s screws. 1 was seized by a certain anxiety, as at the end of
any long wait, as on the eve of any great accomplishment. It
would no longer be books, theories, dreams, newspaper clip-
pings, reminiscences from history, the inexpressed, the inex-
pressible; it would be reality. Men similar to all men, things,
struggles. Struggles against oursclves and among ourselves.
Were we not to be overrun, after the conquest, by the sly, the
adaptable, the false companions? That crowd would come to us
because we were the power. To be the power: what a weakness!
The drecgs that were in us, a little in each of us, would ferment.
How does one contain in oneself the old man ready to take
over?

At least half of us, even on this ship, saw in the victory only
an adventure doubled by a conquest; they were arriving, their
souls greedy to take, to become masters in their turn, to eat
their fill, to open for their children a life which, in the end, they
envisioned according to old examples. They would fight for that
against all comers and even against each other. They had just
been arguing, with a sharpness ill-masked by comradeliness,
over two trunks of warm clothing, Professor Alschitz, arching
his narrow shouiders, was saying: “In Odessa? But my dear
friend, I will immediately be elected to the Soviet.,” A swarthy
old man was already preparing a denunciation against his
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bunk mate. And we had good reason to be keeping an eyc on
him. )

Weren't we running the risk of being conquered by our own
conquest, of being oursclves overcome by the evils we were
fighting against? What was to become of our comrades’ soli-
darity? How were we to find ourselves, to recognize each other
in the crowd. of newcomers, false enthusiasts, masqueraders of
the day after the victory? Would we not be too overburdened
with functions and tasks, sometimes terrible ones, even to
dream of it? Would I have the right, I who, according to his-
tory, judged the terror to be necessary, to push aside the hand
which offered me the weapon and to answer the man who says
to me, ‘Go, and strike; I am spent’ — to answer him abjectly,
‘No, I want to keep my hands clean, go ahead and dirty your
own, comrade; I'm squeamish about my soul, you see, in these
times when that is rcally the question! and I'll leave all the dirty
jobs to you ...?” We would have to be hard on ourselves, in
order to be hard on others, since we were at last the power. It
would be necessary to stop at nothing, or all would be lost.
Would we be strong enough? Would we be worthy of you,
Revolution? Would we be able to consent to the inevitable
sacrificc of the best among us? Are we sufficiently tempered?
The prisons, the poverty, the concentration camps from which
we have come, the cpidemics, the vanquished rebellions, the
strikes, the trials, the death of our brothers, all of this has be-
come a providential preparation. But other men, of another
stamp, one which might not please us, would they not soon be
stronger than we, better adapted to the rcalistic work to be
done? Would we know how to recognize, in reality, the unex-
pected face of justice, would we know how to distinguish the
necessary from the arbitrary, compromise from trcason? Things
never turn out the way one dreams about them. We must not be
imprisoncd by dreams or by theories. But then what guides
remain?

Sam joined me on the deck, taciturn. His usual half-smife had
disappearcd. His hollow-cheeked profile scomed sharper than
usual. .

‘I'm thinking about Pittsburgh,” he said. ‘I had set up a
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bicycle repair shop which brought in a hundred dollars a week.
I wavcred. To leave? Not to leave? It was all right, Pittsburgh.
But Europe: war and revolution. Chaos. 1 could no longer
live back therc. The restaurants, the people, the policemen,
the Star-Spangled Banner, my own Uncle Sam’s face in the
mirror, disgusted mec. OK. Now here we are practically in
the eye of the hurricanc. We're about to arrive in the middle of
chaos.’

He became his usual mocking sclf again.

‘I'm wondcring whether I'm not an idiot?’

‘An idiot, no. But perhaps you would have done better to stay
in Pittsburgh.’

We need whole men, cast in a solid block, in work, in
suffering, in rebellion; men born for this victory; men made for
holding a rifle in the Red Guards as firmly as they hold their
tools, able to carry out the tasks of organized revolt with the
expert attention of sailors rapidly tightening a knot; men like
Karl and Gregor, a calm spark of joy in their eyes, who pass by
on their morning walk around the deck, thinking about the
day’s weather, greeting the black sentry kecping watch on the
spar deck with a smile.

The sentry returns their greeting with his eycs. Sheathed in
sheepskin, a thick leather belt tightened around his waist, a
flattened nose, eyes black under the grey helmet, strap across his
chin - he is a warrior of former times, a slave trained for mur-
der, placed here, on the threshold of our freedom, to call us
back to an inexorable law ... whom we disarm with a fraternal
smile.

*

Last night an incident took place. Out of fraud or negligence,
the authorities who drew up the lists of hostages had placed on
them, despite us, some commonplace adventurers, happy to de-
clare themselves ‘politicos’ and to go locking for profitable
fishing in the treubled water: of a revolution. There are a doven
of them among the forly of us. They play cards in die smoking
room. They intervene cautiously in our conferences. They de-
spise us somewhat, fcar us obscurely, hate us uncertainly. Two
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of them had had a fight over a missing card. They were on
their feet, swearing at cach other — one had a puffed eye, the
other a bloody lip — from opposite sides of the polished oak
table on which the square of green felt had slipped, forming
a diamond. The ship was pitching slightly; they werc bobbing
about, ready to let their fists fly, shouders hunched, necks
drawn in, forchcads low of pimps getting ready for a knife
fight. Karl and Gregor entered. ‘Enough!” said Karl in a
commanding voice. ‘Watch what you are getting mixed up in!’
said one of the men, over his shoulder, without ceasing to stare
at his opponent. But he didn’t even have to touch him. Never
had Gregor’s square face been more massive; he repeated
tranquilly:

‘Enough, Davidsohn, if you don’t want to get a bullet
through the hcad when we arrive. We don’t fool around with
your kind.’

The brawl quieted down under our threats. Happily, no one,
no outsider, had secn it. Our Committee met a little later on the
deck. Gregor spoke, punctuating his words with a short gesture,
sharp and heavy, of his clenched fist. He was saying simple and
terrible things, as if he were chopping down an old rotten tree,
which had become an obstacle, with solid axe blows. Even his
sentences had the dull echo of blows struck into worm-eaten
wood. ‘What to do with that riffraff? What do they have in
common with the proletariat? What do they want from the
revolution? I say we must show them a fist of iron. I say that
the terror must not only strike down the bourgeoisie, but also
hit the scoundrels, the rotten apples, the filth carriers, that
whole vermin which will infect us with its syphilis if we don’t
treat it with the hot iron. ... We don’t have the time to weigh
each piece of slime and then sweep it quietly off to the sewers.
You besmudge the revolution? You cheat at cards and sell
women while we fight for expropriation? And then you come
and lie in our faces, rotten bastard? No speeches. We are
purijers ...

As we approached our goal a kind of transformation came
over Karl and Gregor: our common transformation, but
sharper, 1 don’t know why. It is stiffening inside. They have
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always held themselves straight, whatever the circumstances;
but a new assurance reinforces their footsteps, they cast a com-
manding gaze over men and things, they already sce themsclves,
confuscdly, as organizers, fighters, masters. ... Onc feels they
are ready to unleash a force tamed and turned around, the
discipline of the great American warships which they under-
went for a long time and to which they owe their martial step,
their cleanliness, the methodical use of their days.

Gregor is here. We watch the foam bubbling along the sides
of the ship. We¢ have been talking about trifles. We have
laughed. We notice chunks of ice floating on the crests of
waves: the frozen seas and lands are near....Suddenly he
looks into my eyes as if opening his soul to me.

‘So, we are arriving. So, it’s true. It’s real. Can you belicve
it?’

‘I believe it

The lieutenant, dressed in horizon blue, who is passing be-
hind us on the deck, cannot understand why we suddenly
take each other by the shoulders, like men who find each other
at last after having looked for cach other for a long time
and whose lightheartedness is such that they would like to fight
joyfully ...

*

The Andros has entered a snowstorm. The siren wails every
quarter of an hour. We are passing through old mine fields in
this white fog. Heavy floating blocks of ice strike the ship’s hull
with a dull noisc. Sonnenschein, hunched as always, his pince-
nez askew, takes my arm in the stark white second-class cor-
ridor. His happiness is expressed in wringing his hands without
reason and in a dull desire to Jaugh - a low, mischievous laugh.
‘Listen to a good story,’” he says. I suspect that he actually
makes them up himself; this one, however, ends with a proverb
of Solomon which he pronounces with a kind of somewhat
confused gravity: ‘As in waler face answercth to face, So the
heart of m.an ¢ man.'

‘Isn’t that s0?’

A long whistle pierces through the storm over the sea; the
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Andros comes to a halt. We look at each other, smiling for an
instant, in the sudden silence, and we enter the Levines’
cabin.

There are seven of them, including four children and a very
young woman, the most solemn of the children. The father’s
voice, energetic and talkative fills the narrow cabin, which is
full of shining brasswork and has doubtless never yct seen such
passengers — immigrants suddenly come up from stcerage. The
mother, soft, white, a little heavy, watches over her brood with
an imperious love. Her life consists in nourishing — first with her
body, then with her breasts, then with her housewife’s hands —
these greedy lives that have come out of her without her know-
ing why, that have martyred her on hospital beds in Buenos
Aires, that have made her happy, anxious, cruel. The father
speaks a polyglot enriched by the slang of the docks. A good
animal warmth emanates from them and attracts us — the
homeless, familyless, used to cold beds. ‘My children,” says
Levine, ‘will grow up free. Famine? U've known it all my life.
Like most cloquent phrases pronounced with sincerity by
people who don’t know how to tone down their involuntary
cleverness, this one rings a little false. For his whole life this
man has been battling like a primitive in foreign cities so that
his kids should have warm bcllies in the evening, covered by
blankets bought on credit. He has been knavish and valiant,
ardent and clever, lucky and unlucky, never forgetting however
that it is necessary to struggle, as well as one can, against the
rich — the rich whom you admire, envy, detest — to organize
unions, to support strikes, to send money to distant prisons, to
hide contraband....He tells us about a pitiful, jobless day
spent searching for bread for his brood in a large, opulent port
city. Was hec lucky, that day, mistaking one streetcar for
another and ending up in the harbour just in time for the arrival
of an American freighter? Thus his life took a new track, thir-
teen years ago. . .. The young woman, still only a solemn child,
with narrow hips and broasts barely suggested under her blue
jerscy, listens distractedly. Her icatures are barcly sketched in;
the slight carmine of her lips is going to disappear or become
more pronounced; her brow is half-hidden under a cloud of
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hair; she has a dircct glance, timid and luminous; large eyes the
colour — somctimes green, sometimes blue, sometimes grey — of
the sca we are crossing. “The greatest happiness,” she told us one
day, ‘is to have children



33 The Essential Thing

Our footsteps sink into the soft snow. We are entering a new
night. biting with cold, transparent as if under a totally black
crystal dome. Our convoy moves ahead by groups, loaded
down with packages, tripping over invisible obstacles under the
snow. Children are crying, terrified by such deep darkness, their
fingers frostbittcn. We are being escorted by gaunt shadows.
They move about lightly at the dividing line between reality
and the bottomless darkness which begins at either edge of the
road under the dense blackness of tall pines. I know that they
are blond Finns, dressed in long overcoats, armed with the
short carbines of border guards. Their eyes, in which the image
of cold lakes is reflected, have been watching over us for two
days with an impassable hostility. They are mute. They move
forward, opening up the night. They halit. The darkness slowly
engulfs them. We are still moving ahead into a sort of glacial no
man’s land. ... A motionless shape emerges suddenly from the
night, so close when we notice it that we can touch it. It is a
soldier, standing stock-still, leaning with both hands on his rifle,
covered with earth, wearing an astrakan hat, bearded up to his
glowing wolf-like eyes — an emaciated muzhik. The red star
incrusted in the fur above his forehead glows black like a fan-
tastic wound on an animal skin. We greet him in a low voice,
with an exalted, but curiously heavy heart. ‘Greetings, brother!’
Our brother, this soldier, stares at us severely. ... Brothers?
brothers? Are we really brothers? What man is not a threat to
another man? Karl plants himself in front of him and his
resonant voice, disrcling all unreatity. cute thiough the right,
‘The no man's leind has been crossed.
‘Greetings, comrade. What’s the news?”
‘Nothing. ... Hunger. . .. Nothing.’
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What is nothing? Hunger?

‘Do you have any bread?’

We have some. Take, Comrade. Bread, that is the essential
thing.

E 3

Lanterns ran up and down the tracks. A dark shape counted us
without seeming to see us as we moved by. We might have
thought we were in a hostile desert. The locomotive whistled.
The coaches were dark and frozen, but inside them we found
straw on the long lateral bunks, a good cast-iron stove and piles
of cordwood. The fire sparkled; the glow of candles surrounded
us, in this cncampment on wheels, with a primitive intimacy.

We passed slowly through a strange, black and white lunar
landscape. Not a single light. The train rolled through this
frozen desert until dawn, which rose over the crystalline, iri-
descent snows, as pure as on mountaintops. Little wooden
houses appeared, grouped around the blue bulbs of a church.
Fields of snow were stretched out to either side, piled up in
oddly shaped drifts: we perceived at last that it was a deserted
station. The sky had a blue, near-white, unutterable purity. The
first houses of the city appearcd in absolute silence, immobile,
peaceful. Our hearts were more and more constricted. Not a
soul. Not a noise. Not a tuft of smoke. This implacable splen-
dour of the snow, the polar limpidity of the sky. The dead
houses were terrifying.

Ah!

A thin linc of smoke rose above a chimney. And all at once, a
marvellous apparition, a golden-haired young woman, wearing
a red kerchief on her head, coming out of a grey hovel with a
" hatchet in her hand, began to chop wood, some hundred yards
off. We listened avidly to that rhythmic sound, we admired the
virile curve of her bare arms. Dmitri, whose last strength was
waning, forced a smile. -

“We are out of the darkness at last,” he said.

*
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The train came to a halt. We had spent the day rolling through
the descris of the outlying railroad yards. The Internationale
broke out in a din of brasscs. A long red banner, running across
the fronts of wooden shelters, cried out: ‘'WELCOME TO
THE CAPTIVES OF IMPERIALISM!” The snow-covered plat-
form seemed deserted, however. We saw only about thirty peo-
ple huddling under a wide calico banner (THE REIGN OF THE
WORKERS WILL LAST VFOREVER!), thc band, and a few
men dressed in black leather and carrying heavy Mausers in
wooden holsters at their waists. The brasses fell silent; a tail
devil sheathed in a reversed sheepskin, but wearing a light
English cap on his head, jumped up on a bench. He had a
resounding voice, made for dominating crowds, which flowed
over our little group and carried off into the distance in the vast
empty station. He began to spcak all at once, without looking at
us, his eyes circled by little silver-rimmed glasses, his chin black.
his mouth enormous. While he was talking, we noticed the mo-
tionless musicians, a dozen yellowed faces, bony noses, beards
like burnt grass — faces lined with deep fatigue. They were
wearing old, unmatched uniforms all equally grey, and various
forms of headgear: huge white fur bonnets, astrakan hats, the
flat caps of the old army. The trombone player had put on a
pair of magnificent green gloves. Others had red hands
stiffened by the cold. Some wore old gloves, of leather or cloth
and full of holes. They were of every age, from cighteen to
sixty. An old man who might once have been fat, now flabby
with hanging cheeks, stared stupidly at us next to a skinny kid,
blowing on his fingers. By their indifferent expressions, their
undernourished looks, the incongruousness of their dress, high
boots, Belgian uniform leggings, civilian trousers falling over
down-at-hcel rubbers — by their hunched shoulders, their weary
and detached attitudes — they expressed only hunger and fa-
tigue. They were freezing. Never could the idea come to anyone
to rush towards them with outstretched hand saying Brothers!
for (“f‘  helonged entirely to a world where words, feclings, fine
sentinects sued tholr prestige i Ay on centact with pri-
mordldl realities. One could on]y haVe talked to them about a
fire in front of which you could warm up, about shoes to be
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mended, about flannels to keep your empty stomach warm,
about hot soup with which to fill it. I stared intensely at these
silent men, standing therc in such great distress. I thank them
for teaching me already about truc fraternity, which is neither
in sentiments nor in words, but in shared pain and shared bread.
If T had no bread to share with them, I must keep silent and
take my place at their side: and we would go ofl somcwhere to
fight or to fall together, and would thus be brothers, without
saying so and perhaps without even loving cach other. Loving
each other, what for? It is necessary to stay alive. At that in-
stant the Agitator’s words came through to me. Endlessly he
was repeating the same gesturce of hammering a nail into hard
wood with sharp blows. He was giving all the capitals of the
world to the Revolution: Berlin, Stockholm, London, Paris,
Rome, Calcutta. He cried: ‘Licbknecht!” and

‘... we have taken Revcl! We have taken Riga! We have
taken Ufa! We have taken Minsk! We will take Vilna! We will
conquer famine, typhus, lice, imperialism! We will not stop,
neither on the Vistula nor on the Rhine! Long live ...

He stopped short and disappeared into the group, now re-
vivified by the explosion of the brasses. The Agitator, without
looking back at us, crosscd the deserted rooms with broad
strides. He had to be at the Baltic factory at five o’clock to give
a report on the international situation at thc workers’ con-
ference where the Mensheviks were cooking something up. And
we had nothing to teach him. He was suffering from a stomach
virus; his boots were lcaky.

Who is that other fellow?

He has hardly changed, only his clothing: black leather, worn
out at the elbows and pockets, the jacket pockets stuffed full, as
in Paris. He is still wearing his striped trousers, he has the same
look of a preoccupicd old night bird . . .

‘Greetings. How are you? A letter for you, sent through the
Danish Red Cross. I've becn here six months already. I've just
come hack from the Front. We took Riga. T hope it holds!
Where is Potapenko?”

‘Here I am,’ said Sam, appearing. ‘Hello.’

Fleischmann shakes hands with him perfunctorily, staring at
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the others. He takes a stack of lodging papcrs out of his pocket.
There. There. ‘Potapenko, you come with me; I have a car.
Let’s go.’

‘See you later,” Sam told us.



34 Balance Due

The auto, an old Ford with a grey canvas top and isinglass
windows had probably not been washed since an apprentice
drove it to the Soviet of the Second District saying: ‘The boss
has run out. I am nationalizing thc machine. T place it in the
service of the revolution.” (Which was, by the way, a good way
of not having to leave for the Front.) Fleischmann opened the
door for Sam. There was alrcady someone in the car.

‘What, Fleischmann, you’re not coming?’

‘No. I'll meet you later. This comrade will drive you.’

The door slams; he moves off, in such a hurry that he doesn’t
say good-bye. The auto rolls over the snow with a clanging of
hardware and wild backfires.

‘So what kind of gas do you use?’ Sam asks his neighbour, to
break the ice.

‘Whatever kind we have,” grumbles the other man,

All Sam can see of him is a long, regular profile and a clear
complexion. Probably a Lett. The isinglass sheets jumble the
streets together, all alike undcr the snow with their closed store
fronts and shopwindows full of spidery bullet holes. The ma-
chine bounces, pants, and pitches through the ruts of hardened
snow. Sam, overcome by the cold, wishes he could shake off this
fogginess. Carelessly, but with a secret anxiety, he asks his com-
panion:

‘Where are we going?’

‘Here we are.’ .

Through the half-open door, the Lett holds out his pass. A
triangular bayvonet seratches against the isinglass, The Ford
turns into a narrow litile courtyard wherc tiere is nothing buta
broken down truck, covered with snow.

“To the rear, on the right,’ says the Lett,
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Sam moves ahead, with the man behind him, strangely
troubled. A typewriter is crackling somewhere. The narrow cor-
ridors, intersected by sharp corners, are deserted, badly illumi-
nated by feeble electric lights. They form a labyrinth; you go
down one flight of stairs only to climb another. A woman with
her hair cut short on the back of her neck passes by very
rapidly, carrying some blue files. Finally a rather large waiting
room opens up, poorly lighted by an electric bulb covered with
flyspecks, hanging, shadeless, from a huge chandelier. Some
worn blotters, covered with those mechanical drawings that
preoccupied people put on paper with such childish attention,
are lying about on tables. Sam collapses into a green leather
couch, whose arms are supported by naiads carved in oak. The
broken springs squeak; the leather is cracked. Opposite, a
double door.

‘Well?® Sam hesitantly asks at last of the Lett, who, sitting
crosswise on a fluted chair of gilded wood, has pulled a crust of
black bread out of his pocket and is getting ready to have sup-
per.

‘Wait,” says the Lett in a low voice.

Sam comes rapidly to his feet.

‘Come on now. What is this? Am I under arrest?’

‘Not so loud,” says the Lett. ‘I don’t know anything about
it.’

Sam flops down on the couch again. The fogginess, the
silence, the presence of this man whose regular chewing is all he
can hear, the dilapidation of this ruined former salon, slowly fill
him with a foreboding.

Finally one of the leaves of the door at the rear opens, and
someone calls:

‘Potapenko.’

Sam enters like an automaton powered by a spring. An enor-
mous fear possesses him, he feels an indistinct anxiety in his
chest, his stomach, his bones, and a tightness in his skull.
Through a sort of fopgyv glass he can see three austere faces
turned towards him: a dry old woman with grizzled hair gath-
ered in a bun, an ageless man with a bulldog face who seems to
be struggling with great effort against sleep, a big tall fellow
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with ruffled hair perched on the window sill in a cloud of
smoke. The latter is the only one in uniform: bristling with
braids, a huge red and gold insignia plastered across the right-
hand pocket of his tunic. The tired bulldog, having puffed his
sagging cheeks full of air, interrogates:

‘How much a month did they pay you for your services, Le
Matois?’

Potapenko, feeling the triple stare fixed on him, does not
flinch, in spite of the shudder which passes from the small of his
back to his throat. Behind these men, on a mahogany console, a
gilded Empirc clock marks the time: 11:20. Cupid and Psyche.

. Above, a portrait of Lenin. Potapenko takes a decep
breath.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘We don’t have any time to waste,” resumes the bulldog, un-
moved; and his eyelids droop shut, in spite of himself (he hasn’t
slept for twenty hours). ‘Embassy Secretary Droujin used to
send you eighty roubles a month from Washington. On 27 June
1913, Police Captain Kiigel, on mission, raised your salary to
one hundred roubles a month. Here is the note written in his
hand: “A good, conscientious agent who knows emigré circles
extremely well .. .” You thanked him by letter on 4 July. Here
is your letter.” (His eyes are now entirely closed, he feels his
head ready to fall down over agent Le Matois, blue dossier.)
‘Do you have any statement to make to us?’

Everything staggers around the dumb-struck man standing
there. This little room seems to be pitching like a cabin aboard
the Andros. Everything is finished. He nods No.

‘Why did you return?’ asks the woman with the smoothed-
back hair whom you might mistake for an old governess in a
great house.

He answers in a whisper, surprised by his own answer be-
cause it comes from deep within him:

‘T couldn’t live otherwise.’

‘Is that all?”

“I'hat’s all’

‘Go.’

All at once Sam feels curiously lightheaded. He recovers his
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slightly twisted, ironical smile. He makes a sign to the tousled-
haired smoker, a Georgian or Turkistani with a ravenous
profile: ‘A cigarctte?” The colourful box bears a woman’s
name: Ira. Diminutive: Irotchka....She would be a tall,
auburn-haired girl . . .-

Sam is gone. The bulldog places a blank form on the table in
front of him: ‘Your opinion, Arkadi: on the debit side?’ — ‘On
the debit side.” — ‘Yours, Maria Pavlovna?’ - ‘... Naturally.’
Four lines in an uneven handwriting, signed forcefully, run
across the form. ‘What’s next, Arkadi?’ — ‘That business at the
Whal factory ...

Sam found the waiting room empty. The other door open.
... Open! The narrow corridor is empty. He moves forward, on
tiptoe, tense all over, unthinking, raised up by a senseless hope.
... ‘Where are you going?’ Where has he come from, that
damned Lett? The magic thread snaps. ..

‘To the bathroom.’

‘In the corner on the right.’

This boxlike room smells of urine. The electricity fills it with
a feeble light; Having pulled the cord, Sam fecls himself sink-
ing. His elbow against the wall, his face in the hollow of his
arm, he bites into the cloth to keep from sobbing. No more
salvation, no more hope, no more anything. Ira. Irotchka. No
one. No one will know that this sharp-featured man is there,
like a terrified child, in complete collapse ...

The Lett has heard nothing. Sam reappears, aged, thinned in
four minutes, but straight, hard. As he is about to retrace his
steps, the Lett says:

‘Don’t bother. Pass this way.’

‘Where are we going?’

The Lett answers with terrible solicitude:

‘Pleas be patient a few moments longer.’

These stifling corridors are like the galleries of an under-
ground city. A door, at the bottom of a stairway, and then the
good feeling of the cold fresh air right on one’s face, the soft
crackling of the snow, glimmering with silver flakes, under the
feet. It is a little courtyard between tall buildings with black
windows, like a mine shaft, but crudely illuminated by an
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electric bulb. Some stars shine high above. Sam, as if he knew
this road which no one ever travels twice, moves towards a high
rectangular pile of logs covered with snow. The trampled snow
has taken on a brown tinge here; it gives off a stale odour. Some
birch chips glisten on the edge of the bark, sliced off with an axe.
The axe. . .. Here they use a Nagan revolver, made in Seraing.
Sam closes his eyes, shuddering. Someone comes up behind
him. It must be 11:30.



35 The Laws Are Burning

The Central Office of Prisoners of War and Refugees would
only agree to lodge us, in its barracks where typhus was raging,
for a few days, for Circular 3499 of the Council of Pcoples’
Commissars of the Northern Commune had just limited its pre-
rogatives. They advised us to address ourselves, to simplify the
formalities, to the Secretariat of the Executive Committce of
the Soviet. This Secretariat directed us — Sonnenschein and my-
self, who had taken charge of securing housing for the families
as rapidly as possible — to the Repatriation Service of the Com-
missariat for Social Aid. From this Commissariat we obtained
an imperative directive (two signatures and a seal on paper with
a rubber-stamped letterhead, and crosswise, in huge letters,
underlined in blue pencil: ‘URGENT!" . ..) To the Housing Sub-
section of the Soviet for the Second District. This Sovict had
just moved out of a building where the firewood had buen used
up and into another one where there was still some lcft; their
offices occupied several luxurious apartments which looked as
if they had been visited by a tornado the day before. Not only
had the Housing Subsection got lost in the process of moving,
but its leader (who, according to one version, had gone off to
the front in the latest draft call, known as the Five Hundreds, or
according to another, been arrested while returning from the
country with a sack of flour in spite of the prohibition on trans-
porting foodstuffs individually) had disappeared several days
ago. Night was falling and we were dead with fatigue when a
typist — scated before her machine smoking, in a delicious pink
boudoir, betwesis tolls of sarpeting stamped with the seal of the
Extraordinary Commissioi and rifics stacked against an Eipire
commode — dissipated our last hopes.
‘It’s always like that with them,’ she said.
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Slowly, with an inexperienced finger, on the reverse side of a
bill of lading of the firm V. I. Kozmine-Kataev and Son,
Wholesale Grain Dealers, she typed the words ‘Housing Order’.
And, in a nasty voice:

“That’s how it is. I type out orders and there is no housing.
The whole city is empty and sacked and there is no housing! Do
you think that this can go on much longer?’

We had already visited a half-dozen institutions, covered
miles through the snow, stomachs empty, through silent streets
where the rare passers-by dragged their feet, some carrying
sacks, others their meagre dinners in little greasy pots. Alrcady,
in a few hours, we had learned more about the revolution than
in many long meditations. And it had appeared to us under
aspects very different from those suggested by our imagination,
shaped by legend and by history, which is very close to legend.

_We had been thinking of the squares transformed into tumult-
uous forums, of the excited clubs of ’92; of the blossoming of
many little journals, each crying out its own solution, its system,
its fantasy; of the great ‘days’ of the Sovicts, like Conventions.
In the language, in the slogans posted everywhere, in the
only two newspapers published, among the men, we discovered
one enormous uniformity of a single way of thinking, imperi-
ous, almost despotic, but supreme, terribly true, made flesh and,
blood at each moment through action. We found not the
passionate mobs going forward under new flags to struggles
begun anew each day in tragic and fruitful confusions, but a
sort of vast administration, an army, a machine in which the
most burning energies and the clearest intelligences were coldly
integrated and which performed its task inexorably. And that
task was to strain ceaselessly, for commonplace, often invisible
achievements, with forces which, each day, seemed to be the
last; to live and to persevere day after day; it was also to make
an exhausted country, on the point of falling back into inertia,
rise above itself; it was, finally to resist and to conquer every-
wheore, at every menent, transcending all logic.

We had glimpsed that vast city — not at all dead, but savagely
turned in on itself, in the terrible cold, the silence, the hate, the
will to live, the will to conquer; that city divided by broad
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rectilinear perspectives at the end of which you could see the
dull, frozen glint of golden spires that made you think of el-
egant swords. ... We were beginning to understand the faces of
its empty white streets, lined with closed or shattered shop-
windows. :

The silence of the houses, the emptiness of the straight
avenues no longer distressed us. We knew that within all those
glacial houses, in the depths of their souls, they were burning
bushes of anger, of fury, of perfidy; that the ground was mined
everywhere under our feet; that people were waiting — un-
atonable vengeances slowly ripening in brains debilitated by
famine and terror — for the uprising brought on by hunger or
the onslaught of the Finns, implacable wolf hunters who would
massacre us like wolves; that the workers’ quarters were being
slowly drained of their living strength by the Army, the supply
services, the State; that the dregs were rising and overflowing
around the men of energy and truth: a swarm of adventurers,
profiteers, speculators; the slow conquest of the factories by
those without faith or devotion; that there were only enough
foodstuffs for three days, not enough munitions for more than
twenty-four hours of combat if the Finnish invasion took place,
only enough combustibles — some wood cut last week - for five
days on the Moscow railway ...

We had stopped for a moment in the middle of these white
splendours, in front of the granite-banked Neva, a river of ice
on which human ants were moving back and forth on yellowing
paths. Behind us rose the Marble Palace, as dead as the Theban
tombs, all in stern, sharp outlines, all in flat, polished surfaces
of a light, dusklike grey. ‘Men,” said Gregor, ‘move across that
hard ice never thinking of the deep river rolling along beneath.
The revolution lives on a layer of ice too, and we do not know
what dark ocean lies beneath, ready to engulf us tomorrow.’
Engulf us, eh? What of it! As if it were we who really mattered.
... But no, on the contrary, it is we who matter, we who must
obstinately persist in living, in holding out despite everything, in
doing at last what we have so much wanted to do. ... The times
when it was necessary for us to know how to accept prison,
exile, poverty, and — the best, the strongest of us — death itself
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are in the past. From now on we must persist obstinately in
living and only consent to everything for that! We were look-
ing at a tall gold spire atop a church dome, surmounted by a
lantern of delicately sculpted filigree, which rose over the old
stone-coloured bastions of the fortress, lying low across the
opposite bank. We repeated to ourselves: “This is Peter and
Paul.’ Those who, in these bastions, had waited ten years,
fifteen years, twenty years, until madness, until death, for the
days which we were living; those who had becn led along the
battlements to the scaffold, those who had been allowed to die
of hunger or to disappear thcre — but where was the Alexis
ravelin? our eyes searched into the distance for the em-
placement of its dungeons — had thus been right! Now it was
our turn to be right, whatever the thickness of the ice might be!
‘Yes, but it's much more difficult,” the youngest among us said
naively. We burst into laughter.

*

Amid a great clatter of clanking metal, a filthy streetcar - on
whose windows the frost had traced a luxuriant flowering of
delicate ferns — so overcrowded that you couldn’t even move —
so that an odour of grease, of sweat, of stale cloth and wet
leather suffocated you - brought us, Sonnenschein and myself,
back towards the Smolny Institute, the seat of government, The
dreary facade was already disappearing into the fog. The nar-
row muzzles of cannon, placed between the columns of the
peristyle, pointed their blind menace into the cold night. At the
foot of a white staircase down which a double file of young
ladjes wearing the wide, brilliant collarettes of daughters of the
nobility had only lately trod, stood a soldier wearing a banker’s
fur cape, the velvet collar raised, filing slips of pink paper on
the blade of his bayonet. In the commander’s absence, a young
lad armed with a revolver was writing out these passes in a
room on the ground floor. At his work table, surrounded by
telephones, alone in a huge rooin from whose windows you
could sce the icy river and the boundless solitudes, we dis-
covered a man wearing an old unbuttoned uniform tunic who
told us, between two phone calls:
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‘Ah so! You’ve begun to run the rounds of the offices! 1
sympathize with you. You will discover that they are no good
for anything yet. Nests for saboteurs, scoundrels, thieves, in-
competents, do-nothings, idiots, and little young ladies with
powdered noses. We'll put them in order in time, if they don’t
hang us on the way.’

He stamped a huge red scal on a piece of notepaper covered
by a few lincs of writing.

“Take this and run over to Social Aid before they close. Take
the Secretariat’s car. I'll tell the commander.’

We were obliged to abandon that worn-out luxury car — its
flower holders stuffed with cigarette butts - along the way, for
its motor stopped dead every five minutes after a pitiful series
of explosions. The chauffeur disappeared into a nearby house,
looking for a telephone from which to ask for reinforcements
from the central garage, which was called, in order to em-
phasize its importance, the Auto Combat Service. After a few
minutes wait, the huge red seal opened the oak doors for us,
guarded by an old footman in livery. For twenty-seven years he
had been attached to this corner of the universe, that is to say to
this corner of the corridor at the top of a marble stairway, and
he was still there, full of a distressed scorn, already ministering
to the seventh revolutionary institution in fourteen months.
There, by an accident which seemed to us to touch upon the
marvellous, we found a suite of impeccably kept offices func-
tioning noiselessly under the direction of a woman with close-
cropped grey hair. Her cold blue eyes fixed us with a sharp stare
(already, 1 thought, the habit of making judgements; already
the necessity, among us who call each other ‘comrades’, for a
great deal of mistrust; already the second thought that we may
be lying ...) ‘Where do you come from? Who are you? What
do you want?’ Then her face changed, as the water brightens
when the clouds have passed, revealing the vast shining circles
which cavort on its surface.

‘Heavens, where are we going to lodge your families? [Four,
you say? Would you like the Grand Duchesses’ rooms in the
Winter Palace? You'd never be able to heat them. Besides, you
would find nothing to burn there but the furniture, which
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would be too bad even though it is in very bad taste. ... I think
I still have the apartment of a Counsellor of the Empire ...

The Levines moved in there two hours later. It was on the
second floor of a tall grey house, a series of twelve rooms aban-
doned to the cold, the darkness, the strange desolation of places
where life has suddenly come to a halt. The grand salon seemed
to have been turned topsy-turvy in a brawl. The grand piano,
covered with a layer of dust, had been pushed out into the
middle of the floor. The naiad coming out of her bath, attri-
buted to Bryulov, which had smiled down for twenty ycars on
several generations of ladies, was hanging crooked. ... A cook-
ing pot full of mould was standing on the marble window sill. In
the open drawers of a little mahogany secretary you could see a
jumble of photographs of children and schoolboys, scashells
from the Lido, cards postmarked Wiesbaden, a whole pile of
those dusty nothings to which our memories cling: favours,
ribbons, sachets, trinkets, calendars, old-fashioned jewellery.
And fragments of letters: ©. . . mct Mama on the Promenade des
Anglais...” In Counsellor of the Empire Benedick II-
larionovitch Stavski’s study, behind the master’s straight-back
armchair bearing a carved monogram, the back wall was en-
tirely covered by a glassed-in bookcase in which the massive
volumes of the COLLECTION OF THE LAWS OF THE EMPIRE,
boxed in green cardboard, were lined up. One could easily im-
agine the late master, as he appeared on a photograph which
had been uscd to pick up sweepings in the next room standing
behind that table: narrow forehead, stern monocled eye: an
intelligent, egotistical industrialist, resembling a Roman sena-
tor: and a little girl bursting into that austere study clapping her
hands: ‘Papa, little Papa, it’s the revolution! If you knew how
happy everyone is in the strects. I saw some soldiers with red
ribbons, how pretty it is!”

*

T arrived there in the middie of the night. Darkness reigned over
the city. Not a light anywhere. it was a necropolis buried under
snow; but at times you could make out the uncertain glow of a
night light in some window where people were awake. On a
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square, in front of the Opera, I stumbled against the carcass of
a horse lying at the foot of an unrecognizable monument be-
tween two banks of hardened snow. Far off in the distance a
gunshot reverberated for a long time in a silence as deep as the
darkness. Perhaps a sailor, guarding a woodpile, shooting sud-
denly, without knowing why, at the shadows or at the shadow
of an enemy. There were no stars. The emptiness seemed to
stretch out over the city and, slowly, irresistibly, in a frozen
dizziness, to draw it in: the dark stones and the snow, blending
together, seemed about to vanish . . .

An old woman wearing pince-nez, and a peevish man, whose
features I could not make out but whom the old woman called
‘Doctor’, were on guard at the threshold of the house. They
struck a light in order to stare at me. The Levines had gathered
in the smallest of the rooms, probably a nursery, furnished with
two iron bedsteads with gilded balls on which only the mat-
tresses remained ... (one of them appeared to be stained with
blood). This candle-lit room was like a corner in steerage on an
immigrant ship. The children had fallen asleep on the baggage,
rolled up in blankets. The mother was resting in a low armchair.
The young woman, like a solemn child, with large limpid eyes
which seemed by turns distended by fear and then victorious
over the fleeting shadows, was dreaming before the open stove,
the reddish glow of which illuminated from below her graceful
hands, her thin neck, and her fine features. Old Levine'’s foot-
steps echoed on the floor of the grand salon, plunged in dark-
ness. He entered, his arms loaded with heavy green-covered
books which he dropped softly next to the stove. Silent laughter
illuminated his ruddy face.

“The laws are burning!’ he said.

The friendly warmth in front of which the young woman was
stretching out her hands came from the flames devouring Tome
XXVII of the COLLECTION OF THE LAWS OF THE EMPIRE.
For fun, I pulled out a half-burned page, edged with incan-

gescent tace. The flames revealed these wonds fenming @ chapler
heading: CONCERNING LANDED PROPERTY ... and, farther
down: ‘... therights of collateral heirs ...

It was only then, after thirty harassing hours, that I remem-
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bered the letter I had received the previous day. I had carried it
through this unknown city, hereafter ours, without doing more
than glancing at it very superficially, so absorbed had I been by
the at times forbidding novelty of things. (Besides, I wasn’t
expecting news from anyone, not having left any particular ties
behind me.) The letter was postmarked Spain. With the laws
burning, I sat down on a stool near the stove, in that comforting
warmth and that sudden peace, in which only the even breath-
ing of the children was audible. Dario, El Chorro, José, Joa-
quin, Comrades, how I remembered you all at once! How I
remembered the city which we had not been able to take, our
hope, our will, our power, our real power, since I was about to
go to sleep at last in a conquered city where everything was
booty taken in the height of battle — everything, even this mo-
ment, this shelter, this warmth which allow me to think of you.
All at once it seemed to me that Dario was about to walk in, to
shrug his invisible burden ofI his shoulders, to say, in that joyful
tone of voice reserved for glad evenings spent togcther, ‘Brrr!
What cold, my friends!” then to turn towards me, his palms
open, his eyes full of mischief, ‘Well, old man, what was 1
telling you? You see that we can take cities! and it'’s not over
yet, and we will take the world!” I unfolded the letter. It was in
El Chorro’s uneven but forceful script. ‘Gusano sends his re-
gards. He’s sure you haven’t forgotten him, for people only
forget whole men, he says ... No, I haven’t forgotten you,
Gusano — a more complete man in what is left of your mu-
tilated flesh than many of those who pity you because they still
have all four of their slaves’ or Pharisees’ limbs. Perhaps I
hesitated to read on. I skimmed over those four pages of writing
once more, at a glance, and I stumbled upon one line, no
different from all the others in the forest of symbols, which
said:
‘... ever since they killed our Dario ..

Leningrad, 1929-30
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