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            Preface

         

         Outside of France, people tend to know little of Émile Zola’s life, so it’s not surprising that they usually have heard little or nothing about his exile in London. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t exile, it was flight. The world-renowned novelist – as he was even then – fled from France, having been fined and given a prison sentence. This was not due to any of the usual writers’ transgressions – duels, crimes of passion, dissolution, immorality, or indecency in their writing. It was a political offence. On behalf of the disgraced army officer Captain Alfred Dreyfus, Zola took on the highest courts in the land and lost.

         As many thought at the time, how odd. Wasn’t this the novelist of the gutter? What was he doing siding with a rich Jewish traitor? They had an answer: arrogance, vanity and a probable secret allegiance to the ‘syndicate’, the mythic conspiracy that bound ‘the Jews’ together. Then, rather than face justice, he turned tail and escaped his due punishment. He was a coward too.

         All this would be not much more than a scandal but for the fact that these events split France down the middle, brought the fundamental nature of the French state into question, and have left their marks on France ever since. Yet, at a crucial moment in their unravelling, Zola was sitting in suburban houses and hotels in South London, pottering about on his bike, and taking photos of shops and trees.

         Reading a brief account of this period, it’s easy to get the impression that he was in some kind of isolation ward or house arrest and that life stood still while he was in England. In actual fact, it was a time of turmoil, change and stress on three fronts: political, literary and personal. Reading what he wrote at the time in his incomplete memoir and his many letters, you can feel these three zones in his life tumble over each other.

         And history didn’t stand still. Zola was constantly observing what was going on around him in the incongruous surroundings of a London suburb. Meanwhile, people in Britain had a view of him. Zola as novelist, Zola as purveyor of filth, Zola as champion of justice, were all images that preceded him and surrounded him – even if he hardly acknowledged this at the time of his exile. Just occasionally, we hear from him his regrets that he is not being fêted as he had been only five years earlier when he had paid a quick visit to England as a guest of honour. There was a contrast of enormous proportions between the Zola in England of 1893 and the Zola in England of 1898.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            ‘Coward!’

         

         On the evening of Monday, 18 July 1898, Émile Zola disappeared.

         Earlier in the day, Zola had appeared in a court in Versailles. Zola’s lawyer, M. Labori, had tried to claim that the case could not be brought. The judge ruled against; Labori appealed. The judge said the case would continue. Zola and Labori met to discuss matters and then left the court and the building. Outside, the crowd shouted at Zola, ‘Go back to Venice!’ (his father came from Venice), ‘Go back to the Jews!’, ‘Coward!’ Zola was escorted through the crowds by soldiers and got into a coach. According to the radical journalist and politician Georges Clemenceau the crowds were: ‘hurling stones, hissing, booing, shrieking for his death. If Zola had been acquitted that day, not one of us would have left the courtroom alive. This is what this man did. He braved his times. He braved his countrymen.’

         As far as the world was concerned, this was his point of disappearance.

         Zola had arrived at this extraordinary stage in his life as a consequence of two major events, the one sitting inside the other: the Dreyfus Affair and Zola’s role in it as a campaigner for Dreyfus’s innocence. The Dreyfus Affair was in its narrowest terms a question of justice. An army officer, Alfred Dreyfus, was accused of passing secrets to a foreign power, Germany. He was found guilty, stripped of his rank and sentenced to imprisonment on Devil’s Island. Dreyfus was Jewish. In its widest terms, the Affair was a matter concerning the French Army, the government and powerful and very popular anti-Republican, pro-Monarchist and antisemitic movements ranged on one side and, on the other, Republicans, liberals, socialists and pro-Jewish groups. The two sides were far from being united, unanimous, monolithic blocs, though at times it was in the interest of either side to characterise its opponents as precisely that.

         Émile Zola did not immediately join the group which claimed that Dreyfus was innocent, but when he did, his intervention was decisive. He wrote – though it is probably more correct to say co-wrote – an open letter to the prime minister about Dreyfus. This was published on the front page of the newspaper L’Aurore, edited by Georges Clemenceau, with the headline ‘J’Accuse’. In essence, the letter claimed that Dreyfus was innocent; that it was not Dreyfus who had prepared the ‘bordereau’, the incriminating piece of paper on which military information to be given to the Germans had been written, but one Major Esterhazy. What’s more, the accusation was that the army and the government were guilty of various crimes: illegality in the various trials, cover-ups, a campaign to mislead public opinion, and corruption. (All of these accusations were essentially true.) Zola also claimed that it was a crime to poison people’s minds with anti-semitism and that liberal France would die of this disease unless she was cured of it.

         This brought together in one place all the discoveries and allegations that the pro-Dreyfus camp had collected and put them before the French public. Its prime purpose was to corner the government and the army in order to secure the release of Dreyfus. Zola and his companions anticipated in ‘J’Accuse’ that Zola would be accused of libel. ‘J’Accuse’ even directed legal-minded readers to exactly which law, and which clauses of that law could be cited! And, as if in reply to himself, Zola stated that in so doing, he knew that he was voluntarily exposing himself to the justice system. This would necessitate the case against Dreyfus being heard in court and then shredded by the lawyers for the pro-Dreyfus camp. Or so they thought. After all, surely if one was accused of libel, all one needed to do was show the truth, and the libel case would fall.

         In fact, the case was only allowed to proceed on the basis of the interpretation of one short passage in ‘J’Accuse’, the part where Zola employed the words ‘par ordre’ (‘by order’ or ‘on orders’). Any reference to the Dreyfus case itself was ruled inadmissible; it could not be brought before the court. With that expression, ‘par ordre’, Zola had accused the highest military court in the land of behaving corruptly – that is, under instruction from the General Staff. More precisely, Zola accused a first court martial of sentencing someone (Dreyfus) on the basis of a document which had been kept secret, meaning that the court had acted illegally. A second court martial, Zola claimed, had covered up the first trial’s illegality and then had knowingly ‘by order’ acquitted a guilty man. This was Major Esterhazy. Zola claimed it was Esterhazy who had written a paper outlining French military secrets and passed it to the Germans, and it was not, as the army had alleged, Dreyfus – but this counter-accusation could not be heard in court. It was for making the specific charge that the court martial had acted in these matters ‘by order’ of the General Staff – and only on this specific charge – that Zola was found guilty of libel.

         For a British audience at the time, perplexed as to how France could arrive at this point, there was the added question of how the French justice system could find someone guilty of libelling a public institution rather than a person, yet that was precisely how the Republic could and did defend its values in a court of law. It showed this by fining Zola 3,000 francs and sentencing him to one year’s imprisonment.

         Zola’s sentence was news in itself but his disappearance was sensational. Over the next few days, the newspapers carried stories telling the world what had happened to this international figure. In London, on the evening of 19 July, the Daily News said that Zola had gone on a tour to Norway. On the 20th the same paper tried to flesh it out:

         
            M. Zola has left Paris. What can be more natural in this torrid weather? He may have gone to Norway leaving M. Labori to deal as he thinks fit with his law affairs, or he may have only gone to stay at a friend’s place in the country. He ordered some days ago four excursionist tickets for Norway. It appears that he left Paris last night, but not for Médan [Zola’s country house]. The house in the Rue de Bruxelles is shut up. Anti-Dreyfusard papers announce ‘Zola’s Flight’ in gigantic characters …

         

         On the same day, the Pall Mall Gazette wrote: ‘Zola, accompanied by Madame Zola and her maid left Paris by the 8.35 train for Lucerne.’ 

         The Times ran a story that people were ‘hinting that he is about to join his good friend Ibsen …’

         By the 21st, the story had developed. In the Daily News it was now:

         
            M. Zola’s flitting – a holiday abroad – to return in October

            From our correspondent

            I have seen one of the counsel in the Zola case, and learnt that M. Zola left for Amsterdam and Christiania [Oslo] last evening, but by the round about way of Switzerland. Cycles for him and his two companions were sent on to the last place the train was to stop at, on this side of the frontier. They were to cycle on some distance and enter Switzer land by Neuchatel or Geneva, according to the weather.

         

         On another page of the same newspaper we find: ‘M. Zola, our Paris Correspondent says, has left Paris for Holland and Norway … He and his family crossed the frontier on bicycles on Tuesday night.’

         The Pall Mall Gazette on the 21st gave it a comic twist:

         
            M. Zola has, in the language of the modern schoolboy, ‘bunked’. His action in so doing is, naturally, being variously judged by his foes and friends respectively. To the former it presents itself in the light of an ignominious flight – in fact, as ‘bunk’ the outcome of ‘funk’ – to the latter it appears to be merely a judicious strategic movement to the rear. For the moment the ‘funk’ theory has the best of it, because retirement to the rear is never a brilliant operation to look at. On the other hand, they laugh longest who laugh last, and M. Zola is probably quite right in believing that a good many things will happen before he returns to the fray in October.

         

         On the 22nd, The Times ran the story as: ‘He left Paris yesterday morning for Switzerland, and intends thence to go and stay with the novelist Björnson in Norway.’

         Also on the 22nd, the Daily News called it ‘M. Zola at Hide-and-seek’ and said that L’Aurore (the newspaper which published ‘J’Accuse’) which ‘really knows everything about it, says nothing’. Their journalists revealed that: ‘Madame Zola is at Médan, but she does not, nor do the servants, open her doors. They speak at the hall-door through a sliding panel.’

         Then, in a scene typical of a Zola novel, it related how M. Mouthiers, the ‘huissier’ (the official who served law papers from the court):

         
            … knocked first at the door of one pavilion and then at that of the other without obtaining an answer. There were lights in the windows and he could see in a kitchen two women and a man servant. He went to the door nearest to the kitchen and rang and rapped till he was tired.

            At last a woman came to a window and asked what he wanted.

            ‘Are you one of the household?’ he asked.

            ‘No, I am only a neighbour. Some other neighbours are with me. We had leave to come into the garden to  eat cherries, and I, seeing the kitchen open, entered the house.’

            ‘Is M. Zola there?’

            ‘No.’

            ‘Madame Zola?’

            ‘No.’

            ‘Is there a servant?’

            ‘No, there’s nobody.’

            The huissier then said who he was, and why he came. He said he was sure the woman at the window was lying, and that he would write on the original of the notice: ‘Served a copy on a servant, who was looking from a window.’ When he thrust it under the door, however, the others joined her, and declared she told the truth.

            Mouthiers then went to the Mayor of Médan, informed him how things stood, and in the name of the law required him to send the notice next day by the rural policeman. He would be sure to know who were servants and who were not.

         

         If nothing else, this report shows us Zola’s situation: he was a fugitive, with spying journalists and officers of the state tracking him.

         By the 25th the Morning Post gave its readers a different story altogether:

         
            M. Zola found. – While Correspondents have been announcing the simultaneous appearance of M. Zola in Brussels, Geneva, Berlin, Rome and elsewhere, the novelist has been quietly hiding at Verneuil, a village in the environs of Paris. He is residing with friends whose garden is enclosed by a stone wall 6ft. high, over which occasional peeps of Zola have been obtained by enterprising reporters. I am told that M. Zola intends to leave Verneuil for London.

         

         However, on the 27th the same paper said: ‘It appears that at the last moment M. Émile Zola abandoned his intention of proceeding to London, and that he is still residing at Verneuil.’

         Meanwhile, on the 28th the Pall Mall Gazette sought to amuse its readers:

         
            A Swiss Church paper, the ‘Kirchenblatt’, has started a veritable press polemic about the [Zola] trial. Bâle the Protestant has been praying publicly in the churches for M. Zola … the ‘Indépendence Belge’ [a Belgian newspaper] adds that Belgian and Dutch preachers are praying too.

         

         Le Jour, one of the French papers, is reported as replying, ‘It is not of the smallest importance to France whether all the curés, the rabbis, and the Protestant pastors of Holland, Belgium, and Switzerland are praying for Dreyfus.’

         What’s more the Pall Mall Gazette reported, the Volkstheater in Zurich was advertising for a ‘dozen gentlemen, washed and dressed in long black coats, to represent the jury in the Zola trial. Salary one franc per night. Duties – to listen to the evidence and look wise.’

         Leaving aside the pantomime element that was creeping in, the stories about Zola’s whereabouts were all wrong. Whether that was because Zola’s followers were leaking false reports or that the journalists and editors invented stories to make up for what they didn’t know, is not clear.

         Ernest Vizetelly was one of Zola’s translators and wrote a memoir, With Zola in England. He says that on 25 July,

         
            … our own ‘Daily Chronicle’ announced M. Zola’s presence at a London hotel, and on the following day the ‘Morning Leader’ was in a position to state that the hotel in question was the Grosvenor. Both ‘Chronicle’ and ‘Leader’ were right; but as I had received pressing instructions to contradict all rumours of M. Zola’s arrival in London, I did so in this instance through the medium of the Press Association. I here frankly acknowledge that I thus deceived both the Press and the public. I acted in this way, however, for weighty reasons, which will hereafter appear.

         

         The tales that Vizetelly claimed he fed the press include those about Zola heading to Norway, Switzerland or Hamburg. The Norway story was embroidered, he says, to include Zola trying to meet Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, who was in Norway at the time, but that the Kaiser had refused.

         What really happened on 18 and 19 July? We should start in Versailles.

         Before the court’s decision had been finalised, Zola and his lawyer, M. Labori, had an urgent discussion in an office in the court building. Labori put it to Zola that he should flee. Zola favoured prison. The issue was: which of these two courses of action would benefit Dreyfus the more? Then, if he didn’t flee, would Zola be able to cope with imprisonment? Either way, Labori was anxious they should leave the building before the court’s decision was served. The chief of police told them a coach was ready, but as they left they were spotted by the crowd. According to Zola, it took the cavalry to keep them back.

         The coach took the route through Saint-Cloud and the Bois de Boulogne. After some silence and the sharing of a bit of bread that Zola had remembered to bring in the morning, Labori urged Zola to leave the country. The coach dropped them off at the house of Zola’s publisher, Georges Charpentier, at 11 rue de Grenelle where participants in the discussion included Georges Clemenceau, Clemenceau’s brother Albert (a lawyer, who had defended the owner of L’Aurore), and Fernand Desmoulin, artist and close friend of Zola. Desmoulin went off to the Zola residence at 21 bis rue de Bruxelles to fetch Alexandrine, Zola’s wife. There was a heated discussion. The outcome was that it was thought best that Zola should flee, thereby avoiding having the sentence on him put into effect. Labori would demand a re-trial while Zola should go on the run to Britain. All this would keep the Dreyfus case in the public eye. However, clearly there were risks. If Zola were re-captured, he would bring a further charge on himself. In Britain, wouldn’t he run the risk of being extradited and brought back to France – all of which would distract from the Dreyfus case, diverting attention away from the revelations that the pro-Dreyfus camp had made public? The problem was that Zola was a very recognisable figure. Even in that pre-TV era, Zola’s appearance was extremely well known, his image having appeared in books, magazines, newspapers and on posters, whether to celebrate his achievements, describe scandals or to mock and caricature him for supporting Dreyfus. He was a celebrity.

         Alexandrine arrived, ‘very upset’ says Zola, bringing a night shirt and a few other things wrapped in a newspaper. With just these, she and Zola took a carriage to the Gare du Nord. Zola writes:

         
            I held her hand and squeezed it hard: we spoke only a few words to each other. Charpentier, who had followed in another carriage, bought a ticket to London for me, and he and my wife came with me to the train, where they stayed for fifteen minutes, waiting for the train to leave, shielding the window of the coach, which was the first one behind the engine. What a wrenching separation! My dear wife watched me leave, with her eyes full of tears and her hands clasped and trembling.

         

         At this point I should introduce someone else, someone who was not there to see him off: Jeanne Rozerot. Conventionally, she is called Zola’s mistress. It’s an expression that doesn’t do the work of describing Jeanne or her relationship with Zola or indeed with Madame Zola. Jeanne was the mother of Zola’s only two children and we can get a sense of how he thought of her from how he wrote to her. He opened many of his letters to her with ‘Chère femme’; the most accurate translation here is ‘Dear wife’, though of course she wasn’t (he began his letters to Alexandrine the same way). ‘Femme’ can also mean ‘woman’, but as his letters to Alexandrine show, in this context, in the modern era, it would usually be taken to have the legal meaning of ‘wife’. Somewhere and some time in the rush and confusion of leaving the court, driving to the Charpentiers’ and before Alexandrine joined him, Zola wrote a note to her, possibly slipping it to Desmoulin to take to Jeanne, on his way to fetch Alexandrine. This kind of triangular dance was how Zola, Alexandrine and Jeanne had lived their lives for the previous few years. One question concerning the three of them at this precise moment was how they would manage this arrangement in the immediate future. It would require delicate negotiations. This is the letter Jeanne received:

         
            Dear wife, matters have taken such a turn that I am obliged to leave for England this evening. Don’t worry: just wait quietly for me to send news. As soon as I’ve been able to make some decisions, I’ll be in touch with you. I’m going to try to find a place where you and the children can come and join me. But there are things to be settled and that will take several days. Anyhow, I’ll keep you informed. I’ll write to you as soon as I am abroad. Don’t tell a soul where I’m going.

            My tenderest love to the three of you.

         

         We can see here that Jeanne and the children are not living a life separate from Zola. They haven’t been tidied away to another town. They are not living hidden from Zola’s companions. In fact, wherever Zola and Alexandrine live or go, Jeanne and the children, Jacques and Denise, are not far away, whether that’s in central Paris round the corner from the Zolas at 66 rue St-Lazare, at the house in Médan, or on holiday. In the meantime, it’s clear that Zola has every intention of carrying on the triangular arrangement while he’s in England. Quite how it would be manoeuvred into place was another matter. However or whenever that might be, Zola makes clear in this little note that he wants Jeanne to believe that he would like her and the children to come and stay with him.

         In short, the delicate situation of being a fugitive had just got more delicate. The train journey gave him time to think:

         
            All the way to Calais I was alone in the compartment. Since that morning, I had hardly had time to think. My chest was tight with anxiety, and my hands and face felt as if they were on fire. I opened the train window and pulled the shade on the lamp; in the darkness with a cool breeze coming in, I was finally able to calm down, to cool off, and to think a bit.

            And what thoughts! To think that, after a lifetime of work, I would be forced to leave Paris, the city which I’ve loved and celebrated in my writings, in such a way! I hadn’t been able to eat at Charpentier’s. The day had left such a bitter taste in my mouth that even a piece of bread would have choked me. Now that I was a bit calmer, I was ravenously hungry and, luckily, at Amiens I was able to buy a roll and a chicken leg.

            After that, all the way to Calais, I remained wrapped in my thoughts. I admit that they weren’t particularly happy: my heart was overflowing with sadness and anger.

         

         Part of Zola’s attitude to the Dreyfus Affair was informed by a sense of outrage and despair that the French ruling class could reject reason and truth. Leaving France, running to England on his own, filled Zola with bitterness: this was a punishment being meted out on him, and not on the true criminals of the piece. It is significant that he invokes Paris in this passage. He is berating the inanimate, saying in effect, ‘Paris, look what I’ve done for you! And yet this is how you treat me!’ Both at the time, and in retrospect, Zola did indeed do a lot for Paris. His huge cast of characters throngs through its streets, dwellings and shops. Some act out their tragedies beneath the city in its sewers. He lent Paris a texture and taste to hundreds of thousands of people, in France and around the world, to many who had never been there.

         In fact, Zola wasn’t brought up as a Parisian. He was a provincial from Aix-en-Provence, the son of an Italian engineer who designed the town’s water supply. Paris became his home when he was a late teenager and what with him being both Italian, as some said, and from the Midi (the South), enemies could portray him as an outsider and doubly so. But from that time till this point heading to England at the age of fifty-eight, Paris, with its bohemianism, its theatre, its painters and, above all, with its writers, was the milieu he belonged to, owned and adored. The consequence of his writing about it was that the world read about it in his books, serialised in newspapers, re-issued in cheap paperbacks, with many copies circulating in libraries or dramatised for the theatre. In this passage, we can hear him pointing out that this wasn’t a desiccated lawyer defending Dreyfus, nor someone with a partisan interest in making the case for his innocence, it’s me, Émile Zola, with nothing to gain, everything to lose by taking up this cause.

         In the meantime, Zola had more pressing and mundane things to do: he got on board the ferry.

         
            Finally, I found myself on the boat, leaving the dock. And that was that: I was no longer in France. I looked at my watch: it was half past one in the morning. The sky was clear, although there was no moon, and it was very dark. There couldn’t have been more than thirty passengers on the boat, all of them English. And I stayed on the deck, watching the lights of Calais wink out in the darkness. I confess that my eyes filled with tears and that I had never in my life experienced such deep unhappiness.

            Of course I didn’t expect to be leaving my homeland for ever – I knew that I would be back in a few months, that my leaving was only a tactical move. But nonetheless, what a terrible situation – to have striven only for truth and justice, to have dreamed only of preserving in the eyes of her neighbours the good name of a generous and free France – and to find myself forced to flee like this, with only a nightshirt wrapped in a newspaper!

            Too, certain vile newspapers had poisoned and misled France so completely that I could still hear people shouting at me, me, a man who had always worked for the glory of France and who had only wanted to be the defender who would show France’s true greatness among other nations. And to think that I had to leave like this, all alone, without a friend by my side, without anyone to whom I could talk about the horrible rancour which is choking me. I have already suffered a great deal in my life, but have never undergone a more terrible experience than this one.

         

         Even at this late stage in the Dreyfus Affair, with all its high-level corruption, Zola had not let go of the idea of ‘the glory of France’. There was for him a France (the Republic) that existed over and above the people who governed at a particular moment in time. And there is no avoiding a less glorious element to this rhetoric: a superiority. France had a ‘greatness’ that could and should be taught to other nations. Perhaps this was not just about Republican values but there was a hint of Napoleonic ones too. However, Zola had already discovered that a certain way to lose friends and win enemies was to take Dreyfus’s side. In fact, he had gone much further. Before being involved in the case, he had written a ground-breaking essay, ‘Pour les Juifs’ (‘For the Jews’ – or more strongly put by some, ‘On behalf of the Jews’) in which he had called for an end to anti-semitism. Then, as he joined those campaigning for Dreyfus’s release, in a series of articles and open letters (especially in one called ‘The syndicate’), he became increasingly forceful about what had grown into an explicitly anti-semitic movement, supported by popular newspapers and with political representatives.

         It’s worth remembering that what he was saying in these writings went way beyond homilies about being nice to Jews. He said that it was anti-semitism – and it alone – which had made the miscarriage of justice possible. He mocked the mind-set of the anti-Dreyfus camp: ‘A Jewish traitor betraying his country: that goes without saying … Well, he’s Jewish – isn’t that enough?’ What’s more, he said, the trial of Dreyfus meant that ‘It is anti-Semitism itself that is on trial.’ In his appeal to ‘Young People’ he invoked Republican values in this fight for justice – namely, equality and fraternity – and foresaw, in the century to come, something terrible in the mobs demonstrating against Dreyfus: ‘They will begin the century by massacring all the Jews, their fellow citizens because they are of a different race and a different faith.’ In his ‘Letter to France’, Zola went further, ‘Today it’s Jews who are being persecuted, tomorrow it will be the Protestants.’

         This kind of talk guaranteed that Zola was taking big risks with his reputation, his income and his life. He plunged himself into a storm of vituperation and danger. He had to resist deeply held religious suspicions of the role of Jews in the death of Jesus, a conventionally held view that it was ‘the Jews’ who had been responsible for the financial disaster of the Panama Canal, and who were, through Captain Dreyfus, now responsible for treason and the betrayal of France. In these terms, Zola had sided with a sinister conspiracy that was strangling the country. In his own terms, he saw an ideology that was corrupting the founding principles of the Republic.

         Zola travelled on:

         
            The wind became very high, and I hadn’t brought an over coat. Nevertheless, I stayed on the deck, where the brisk, cool wind calmed me. The sea was hardly moving. During the short crossing, thin clouds covered the sky. The clouds lightened as the dawn broke. When I arrived in Dover, day was breaking, and the gas lamps in the small port paled as the skies brightened. 

            I don’t know a word of English, and here I am in a foreign world, as if I were separated from mankind. I hate travelling. I am sedentary almost to the point of phobia, only happy in my own familiar surroundings. I don’t like being abroad. I feel horribly homesick, disoriented by all these new things which I don’t understand and which upset me. The first few hours of my stay in any country what soever outside France are especially trying for me: I experience a feeling of revolt, of distress at under standing nothing. It’s curious that when my enemies insult me, they call me the ‘foreigner’. Oh God! how foolish these people are and how little they understand what they’re saying!

            So here I am in Dover, where I can’t even ask for a glass of milk. I take refuge in a compartment of the train which will take me to Victoria Station. And I wait there. Half an hour, three-quarters of an hour passes, a horrible wait! I don’t know the reason for the delay. The dull day clears up, and, on the dock, the workers pass, dragging their feet. And not another sound – I feel as if I am alone in the train. An overwhelming feeling of being abandoned.

            Finally the train leaves, and I doze during the trip, overcome by a crushing fatigue. It’s almost eight o’clock when I arrive in London. It’s pouring rain; the city seems to be still asleep in a ghastly fog. Paris was so warm and sunny when I left.

            I remember my short trip to London four years ago, when I was invited by the English press with a group of other French journalists. What a splendid, brotherly welcome we received – a reception and speeches at the station, a party laid on by the lord mayor, a gala at Covent Garden, a banquet at the Crystal Palace, not to mention all the private lunch- and dinner-parties. And here I am, getting off the train alone at Victoria, with my nightshirt in a newspaper and walking in the rain to the nearby Grosvenor Hotel, where I have to wait for a quarter of an hour before they find a waiter who can speak French. In the huge entrance hall, a group of English chambermaids, clean and attractive in their bright uniforms, were cleaning the white tiles with sawdust, all on their knees like busy blonde ants.

            The fact that I have no bags embarrassed me. They checked me in anyway, taking a pound for a deposit and telling me that this is what they do for people who arrive without luggage. I registered in the name of M. Pascal from Paris, and was given a room on the fifth floor, whose window was blocked by the fretwork frieze which adorns the huge building: a foretaste of prison. What an odd building this hotel is, a huge rectangle whose decorations are so bizarre that there isn’t a single window that looks like a window. The air and light vents in the rooms, especially on the top floors, look like basement windows, or port-holes, or fanlights in a closet! Nonetheless, I was relieved to be there and to be able to clean up a bit and rest in the calm I felt around me.

            No one in the world knew I was there, except for a few good friends whom I had told before I left which hotel I was going to. What a change that would be from Paris where, for the last five months, I couldn’t move without being recognised and insulted. 

            A first day of confused drowsiness. I had to buy a few things to wear and some odds and ends. God knows the trouble I had making myself understood in the stores! As we’d arranged, I sent my wife a telegram to reassure her, and I wrote a few letters to friends, taking the precautionary measures we’d agreed upon.

         

         In the stress of the experience, Zola’s writing here moves between witnessing, contemplating, recollecting, arguing and recounting actions. It takes us from Monday through to Tuesday. It may not seem like a particularly modern or modernist piece of writing to us now but, in its time, this kind of language explores similar territory to Proust: in which past, present and future flow into each other, whilst he looks inside and out, one moment figurative, the next topographical, the next polemical. In the word of modern theory, it also expresses ‘liminality’: transition, the moment of being on the border, neither here nor there, but in-between, in the moment of change. In spite of his distress, though, Zola is already anticipating here that in one respect at least, there will be something to enjoy: he will be relieved of that situation where he ‘couldn’t move without being recognised and insulted’.

         But Zola was someone who had spent his whole life surrounding himself with friends and companions. Long glorious evenings in the company of the group of writers of the school of ‘Naturalisme’ were legendary. However long he was going to stay in England, there wouldn’t be any of that. How would he cope?

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            Grey Suit and a Légion d’Honneur Rosette

         

         According to Ernest Vizetelly, Zola’s problems in coping with England began immediately. Far from progressing smoothly to his hotel, as Zola implied in his Notes, he stepped down from the train at ‘forty minutes past five o’clock’ on the morning of 19 July with the name of a hotel on his lips, having been given it by Clemenceau. He walked across Victoria Station to the hansom cabs, and secured one. He asked the ‘Jehu’ to drive him to the Grosvenor Hotel.

         
            [The] cabby looked down from his perch in sheer astonishment. Then, doubtless, in a considerate and honest spirit … he tried to explain matters. At all events he spoke at length. But M. Zola failed to understand him.

            ‘Grosvenor Hotel’, repeated the novelist and then, seeing that the cabby seemed bent on further expostulation, he resolutely took his seat in the vehicle …

            However, cabby said no more, or if he did his words failed to reach M. Zola. The reins were jerked, the scraggy night-horse broke into a spasmodic trot, turned out of the station, and pulled up in front of [the hotel].

         

         The Grosvenor was – and still is – adjacent to the station. The furthest possible the cabby would have driven is about 150 metres. 

         One of Zola’s first acts was to write to Vizetelly:

         
            My dear confrère,

            Tell nobody in the world, and particularly no newspaper, that I am in London. And oblige me by coming to see me tomorrow, Wednesday, at eleven o’clock, at the Grosvenor Hotel. You will ask for M. Pascal. And above all, absolute silence, for the most serious interests are at stake.

            Cordially,  

            Émile Zola

         

         Cloak and dagger was the order in this first part of Zola’s stay. At least, that was the intention. As the day proceeded, Zola went out into London on his own, bought himself a shirt, a collar and a pair of socks in the area of Buckingham Palace Road, explaining his requirements ‘by pantomime’, before wandering past Buckingham Palace, musing on its ‘gaunt, clumsy and mournful aspect’. Given the repeated pleas to his nearest and dearest that we can read in his letters, Zola doesn’t seem, though, to have used his pantomime skills to equip himself with a pair of underpants. Back at the hotel, he sat in the garden, then later in his room he worked on an important article for editor Clemenceau to put in L’Aurore explaining why he had fled France.

         The next day (20 July) Zola had visitors: Vizetelly, and his friends Desmoulin and Bernard-Lazare who had followed him from Paris. Bernard-Lazare was the figure who had done the most to convince Zola that he should take sides and play a leading role in the Dreyfus case. The two of them repeated Clemenceau’s wish that Zola write an article for the French public giving reasons for his flight. Zola was pleased to pass over the newly written article. Later, they would learn that Clemenceau didn’t wait to receive it, wrote the article himself, published it in L’Aurore, and signed it ‘Zola’. Many years later, Zola’s daughter reflected in her memoir on the reaction: ‘It’s easy to imagine Zola’s rage, he who wouldn’t ever tolerate that someone moved a comma in one of his novels. And here was someone who had brought out an article that he hadn’t written a word of.’

         The Times published it too. Clemenceau made a good job of imitating Zola’s style, with its grand rhetorical questions and escalating statements. ‘But what had I wished for? To provoke a great debate on a question which was troubling all consciences, to produce the proofs of the monstrous illegality which resulted in the abominable judicial error.’

         Clemenceau-as-Zola pleaded for the right to prove his case in court – that he had not libelled the court martial, that he had been stating the truth. Further, he called for an inquiry into the activities of Major Esterhazy who, the pro-Dreyfus camp claimed, was the real author of the document that had incriminated Dreyfus. But, again, as with ‘J’Accuse’, Clemenceau-as-Zola recalled the involvement of the government in what should have been a purely legal affair: he accused the prime minister, Henri Brisson, of being ‘afraid’ of the truth. As for Zola fleeing from prison, this was a ‘question of using the necessary means to enable a full disclosure of all the facts to be made in a trial which is to come later’. This was the explanation that the French public understood at the time to be Zola’s impassioned words. 

         This issue of The Times also surveyed the French press’s reaction: Zola’s enemies ‘exclaim’ that Zola has fled from justice and that he is a coward; Le Figaro claims that ‘the mind of the multitude will not comprehend this determination’; the République Française describes Zola’s flight as ‘a crime against the country, whose tranquillity and interests cannot be allowed to remain at the mercy of a man whose insane pride would not hesitate, were it in his power, to sacrifice everything to the triumph of his delirious ego’ (italics in original). Both sides in the Dreyfus case eagerly engaged in adjective wars.

         The next tasks for Zola, however, were to sort out what exactly was his legal status in Britain and to find more secure accommodation. He, Desmoulin and Bernard-Lazare lunched on omelette, fried sole, fillet of beef and potato, washed down with a Sauternes and Apollinaris, though Zola stuck to the water. They were cautious about discussing plans while waiters moved to and fro around them but up in Zola’s dingy room it felt easier to get down to business. They would have to ignore the fact that all they could see from the room was a tiny strip of sky above a high parapet positioned outside. The main view was of the stained and cracked balustrade wall immediately outside the window.

         There were two chairs, so one of the party sat on the bed. They ordered coffee, though this was regarded by the staff as unusual for the time of day. The meeting began: What would Zola do in England? Where should he go? The country or the seaside? Or what about the London suburbs? It was vital that he should avoid being recognised so it was out of the question that he should stay in central London. Then for the legalities: could the French government serve the court’s judgment on Zola whilst he was in England? If not, the necessity that he keep out of sight would be less pressing.

         Desmoulin, who spoke some English, said that he would drive straight away to one Fletcher Moulton, QC, whose house was in Onslow Square. Moulton had been recommended to them by Zola’s lawyer, M. Labori, and Desmoulin left. Bernard-Lazare headed back to Paris. Vizetelly and Zola on their own in the room chatted about the Dreyfus Affair and talked about the probable length of Zola’s stay in England. October was the likely end point, he thought. Then the discussion turned to Zola’s excursion to the clothes shops and he recounted acting out his requirements. Zola had tried the old way of indicating foot size for a pair of socks, by making a fist with his hand, so that the circumference could be measured, this being the length of a person’s foot – a little procedure much used in Paris stores at the time. It seems as if London haberdasheries of the 1890s did not use this system and confusion reigned until Zola indicated that the socks they were offering him were twice as long as his feet.

         Desmoulin returned only to reveal that Fletcher Moulton was out of town electioneering for the constituency of Launceston, Cornwall. Plan B was brought into action: a ‘discreet and reliable’ friend of Vizetelly would be consulted. The group already understood that extradition was not a route the French government could take. It was the possible serving of the judgment that concerned them. Vizetelly pointed out that it would have been fine for Zola to stay with him at his home, but his position as Zola’s translator was widely known and journalists would be certain to come prying. Desmoulin suggested Brighton or Hastings but Vizetelly thought that, what with these towns being crowded with holiday-makers, they were not a good choice.

         The three men then decided to take a walk. It was warm, the sun was out, Buckingham Palace Road was full of people. A couple of ladies passed and one of them turned her head to look at them and said something in French. Vizetelly didn’t quite catch it and asked Desmoulin to translate. ‘She said, “Why! There’s M. Zola!”’

         The three were stunned: ‘Our secret is as good as gone, now! It will be all over London by to-morrow.’

         They quickly discussed who the ladies were. French actresses in Sarah Bernhardt’s company who were in town doing a show? The absolute necessity to leave London became immediately more pressing. Vizetelly conjured up the picture of a quiet, retired country village where Zola’s glasses and light grey suit with its red Légion d’Honneur rosette would be less conspicuous. In fact, hadn’t they better get to work on anglicising his appearance right away? Zola was having none of it.

         Meanwhile, Desmoulin was cursing Clemenceau for sending Zola to such a fashionable neighbourhood, where it was so likely he would be spotted. And hadn’t he heard some French being spoken in the hotel earlier? Zola was getting anxious. They walked on to St James’s Park and sat on some chairs beside the ornamental lake. Vizetelly produced the evening papers and translated them, with their stories of Zola on his way to Norway and Switzerland. The ducks paddled in the lake, the leaves stirred in the breeze. A couple of vagrants dozed on a bench nearby. A soldier and his lover strolled past. Up above were the windows and roofs of St Anne’s Mansions, further off, the clock tower of Westminster …

         Vizetelly rambled on about another French exile, St Evremond, who was given succour by Charles II, who found him a salary of £300 a year for taking on the governorship of Duck Island there right in the middle of the ornamental lake that they were looking at. Big Ben struck six and they separated, Vizetelly heading off to see his legal friend, Zola and Desmoulin to their rooms in the Grosvenor. The friend was F. W. Wareham of Ethelburge House, 70 Bishopsgate Street, E.C., who had a home in Wimbledon. The arrangement would be for Vizetelly to meet him on the following day. Zola moved to another room in the Grosvenor.

         The following day (21 July), Vizetelly arrived at the Grosvenor only to find that Zola and Desmoulin were extremely depressed. Desmoulin had bought several papers to see if the ladies who had spotted Zola had told their story to the press but they were all glad to see that the Norway and Holland saga was the one the papers were putting out. Vizetelly tried to reassure them and told them that he was going to visit his (and Zola’s) publisher, Chatto & Windus, on the way to see Wareham. Zola, in the meantime, should stay out of sight indoors. Desmoulin was pessimistic: ‘These actresses are certain to tell people …’

         At Chatto’s in St Martin’s Lane, Vizetelly was greeted by Mr Chatto’s partner, Percy Spalding, with, ‘So our friend Zola is in London!’ The cloak and dagger precautions had come to nothing. All was lost. How could Mr Spalding possibly know that Zola was there? ‘My wife saw him yesterday in Buckingham Palace Road,’ Spalding said. Vizetelly begged for secrecy and Spalding assured him that he would telegraph his wife at once. ‘We certainly had a hearty laugh at breakfast this morning when we read in the “Telegraph” of Zola bicycling over the Swiss frontier …’

         Vizetelly needed to know more about the friend. Was she reliable? Spalding told him that she was going to Hastings later. Hastings? ‘Zola does nothing but talk of Hastings,’ Vizetelly said. It immediately confirmed for him his urgent need to divert Zola. ‘Hastings is barred,’ he decided.

         Mrs Spalding and her friend were warned and didn’t ever breathe a word of it. Vizetelly mused on the happenstance of dropping into the Chatto & Windus office and the certain disaster that would have ensued had he not. On he proceeded to see Wareham in Bishopsgate, where they discussed the possibility of getting Zola out of the Grosvenor that very night. Wareham suggested that Zola might stay at his house, while Desmoulin could sleep close by in the house of the firm’s managing clerk: all to be discussed back at the Grosvenor, where Vizetelly headed next. Zola and Desmoulin seemed much amused by the Mrs Spalding story and decided that it was almost too coincidental for real life, and was the kind of thing which occasionally occurs in novels. ‘Another instance of my good luck,’ Zola added, ‘which still attends me in spite of all the striving of those who bear me grudges.’

         Vizetelly was becoming increasingly nervous about guests and staff at the Grosvenor, who appeared to be watching all this toing and froing. He had noticed significant glances in the dining-room. For that reason, he took Zola to a restaurant across the road from Victoria Station – a deep, narrow place, crowded with little tables. Vizetelly observed others observing Zola, who was still wearing his light grey suit and Légion d’Honneur rosette. Hadn’t the newspapers printed pictures of Zola countless times? Weren’t there photographs of him in shop windows? How come he wasn’t being recognised all the time? It may be that many did recognise him, Vizetelly thought, but held their tongues.

         At two, Wareham arrived and all four men met in the Grosvenor’s smoking room, a hot, gloomy place overlooking the station. Wareham reassured Zola that he could not be extradited, and that there was no diplomatic channel through which a French criminal libel judgment could be registered in England. But what about the question of serving the judgment? Supposing French detectives discovered M. Zola’s whereabouts, following which a huissier quietly dropped into England and, accompanied by a couple of witnesses, succeeded in placing a copy of the Versailles judgment into Zola’s hands?

         Wareham was of the view that, in such circumstances, the English authorities would find it difficult to interfere, though there was no precedent for this. Consequently, judgment would be deemed to have been served and Zola would be called upon to appear at Versailles. However, Wareham wasn’t absolutely certain that French law allowed such actions to be taken outside French territory, so, in the meantime, Zola ought to remain in ‘close retirement’. Zola said he would write to his counsel on the matter of the service of the judgment.

         Out of the corner of his eye, Desmoulin noticed that two gentlemen had entered the smoking room. One was an elderly, florid-faced man, with mutton-chop whiskers and a buff waistcoat, who took up a position by the fireplace and puffed on a big cigar. He didn’t appear to be interested in the group. The other was middle-aged, tall and slim with a military moustache; he eyed them closely, changed his position several times and finally sat down on a chair which gave him a good view of Zola’s face. Desmoulin signed to Zola, indicating what was unfolding here. Zola shifted his position so that he in turn could get a sight of Mr Moustachio’s face. They exchanged looks. Moustachio left, making a comprehensive survey of the party on the way out.

         When Vizetelly read in two of the London papers a day or so later that Zola was staying at the Grosvenor, he was in no doubt that the source of the story was this man. He also figured out how the tale that Zola had been joined by Madame Zola got into the press later: he had arranged for Mrs Vizetelly to pick up mail addressed to ‘M. Pascal’, Zola’s pseudonym, from the Grosvenor reception.

         In the meantime, the Zola party decided that they needed to leave and leave quickly. It was even too dangerous to kill time at the hotel until Wareham reached his home in Wimbledon. They gathered themselves together. Desmoulin had only one small case; Zola had his few belongings with him, including now a small bottle of ink which he refused to part with. Most of these bits and pieces were stuffed into his pockets or in a newspaper parcel, tied up with string. The staff at the hotel smiled on the tattiness of it all, perhaps knowing much more than they let on. Zola, with his gold pince-nez, gold watch-chain, Légion d’Honneur and diamond ring on his little finger, looked remarkably respectable for someone carrying such unrespectable luggage.

         ‘Where to?’ the hotel porter asked.

         ‘Charing Cross Station,’ Vizetelly replied.

         Once they were beyond Buckingham Palace Road, Vizetelly tapped the cab roof with his walking stick. ‘Did I tell you Charing Cross just now, driver? Ah! Well, I made a mistake. I meant Waterloo.’ Vizetelly for one, was still enjoying the novelistic quality of all this.

         At Waterloo, bearing in mind that Wareham would not be at home till half past six, the three men sauntered towards the New Cut and Zola was quick to note the difference between the stylish shops and roads around Buckingham Palace Road and the dingy buildings here. Vizetelly suggested strolling off to Waterloo Bridge. They stood in the middle of the bridge looking down at the Thames reflecting the summer sky. Zola gazed at the scene. He didn’t like Hungerford Bridge, thought it hideous and unworthy of the city. Paris wouldn’t allow such a construction to be built. Yes, it was necessary to build a bridge to take the railway across, but there was no reason for it to be so ugly. ‘It seems evident,’ Zola added, ‘you English are very much in the habit of sacrificing beauty for utility, forgetting that with a little artistic sense, it’s easy to combine the two.’

         They looked the other way, down-stream, where the Victoria Embankment stretches past Temple and Blackfriars. Somerset House, with its colonnades, showed itself rather grandly while beyond that stood the grey dome of St Paul’s. Zola found this much more pleasing. On the bridge was a curved viewing-point with a seat where a pitiful-looking vagrant had spread himself. Zola wasn’t bothered and sat down, drawing Vizetelly and Desmoulin to join him.

         Desmoulin was beginning to enjoy the element of ‘nostalgie de la boue’ (‘yearning for degradation’, or perhaps ‘slumming it’) that was going on here. ‘We are homeless wanderers, stranded on the bridges of London,’ he said.

         Zola tried to locate the Savoy where he had stayed with such acclaim in 1893. Vizetelly pointed it out to him. Zola was astonished. It seemed so small when before it had seemed so big. And what was the huge building next to it? The Hotel Cecil. More evidence for Zola that the English had got it wrong, pretension and giantism dwarfing and spoiling everything else. ‘You had such a site here,’ he said, ‘along the river, and allowed it to be used for hotels and clubs … There was room for a Louvre here, and you need one badly. Your National Gallery, which I well remember from ’93 is a most wretched affair architecturally.’
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