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    In a war that promised glory, this book turns our attention to the stubborn, ordinary facts of what people see, endure, and remember at the edge of catastrophe.

Paths of Glory: Impressions of War Written at and Near the Front is a nonfiction account by American journalist Irvin S. Cobb, drawn from his experiences as a correspondent in the opening phase of World War I. Composed from observations gathered near active fronts in Western Europe, especially in areas of Belgium and northern France, it appeared during the war’s early years (roughly 1914–1915). The book belongs to the tradition of frontline reportage: an on-the-ground, contemporary record that sought to make distant events tangible for readers at home while the conflict’s outcome and scope remained uncertain.

The premise is straightforward and compelling: an experienced reporter follows the war’s trail where civilians, soldiers, and ruined towns bear the imprint of modern conflict. Cobb’s vantage is that of a working journalist, moving between checkpoints, encampments, and battered localities, and writing with a balance of immediacy and composure. Readers encounter scenes rather than summaries—glimpses of routines disrupted, landscapes scarred, and the measured procedures of armies in motion. The book offers an experiential, scene-driven window into the war’s first phase, favoring concrete detail and the rhythms of daily observation over grand strategy or sweeping retrospection.

Stylistically, Cobb writes in a clear, brisk register, using vivid description to bridge the distance between battlefield and parlor. His voice blends reportorial precision with a restrained, sometimes wry sensibility that never overwhelms the gravity of his subject. The pace alternates between quick sketches and more reflective passages, so the mood moves from immediacy to sober assessment. Without relying on melodrama, he captures the disorienting mix of routine and shock that defines life near a front line. The result is an accessible narrative that invites readers to notice textures—mud, smoke, murmurs, official forms—through which a vast conflict is felt at human scale.

At its core, the book probes the fracture between imagined glory and lived experience. It traces how modern machinery and bureaucracy shape the conduct of war, and how policies, rumors, and communiqués filter reality for both participants and audiences far away. The civilian toll—displacement, scarcity, and the strain on town life—sits alongside the soldier’s endurance, discipline, and fatigue. Cobb also reflects, implicitly, on reportage itself: what can be seen, what must be inferred, and how proximity influences understanding. The themes are not abstract theses but patterns that emerge from repeated encounters with places, procedures, and people caught in a vast, impersonal upheaval.

For contemporary readers, this work matters as both historical witness and a study in how narratives of conflict are made. It helps illuminate the early World War I environment before later interpretations hardened into consensus, and it prompts questions about media access, censorship, and the ethics of observing suffering. The perspective is that of an American correspondent writing in the 1910s, reflecting the assumptions and vocabulary of the time, which itself offers insight into how readers then encountered the war. Beyond facts and timelines, the book models attentiveness—how to look closely, write plainly, and keep compassion in focus amid confusion.

Approached today, Paths of Glory offers a sober, engrossing passage through the first modern industrial war as felt near its edges rather than declared from its centers. It is not a survey of campaigns but a series of carefully observed moments that accumulate into a clear-eyed portrait of upheaval. Readers seeking grand theory will find instead a durable record of people, places, and pressures that history often compresses into statistics. In tracing how ordinary lives intersect with extraordinary violence, Cobb’s impressions remain a bracing companion for anyone wishing to understand conflict through the tangible, the local, and the unmistakably human.
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    Irvin S. Cobb’s Paths of Glory: Impressions of War Written at and Near the Front is a collection of firsthand dispatches from the early months of the First World War. Writing as an American correspondent, Cobb records what he sees while traveling through the war zone, chiefly in occupied Belgium and parts of northern France, often under official escort and censorship. The book assembles scenes, conversations, and logistics observed at railheads, billets, and advanced positions. Its purpose is descriptive rather than argumentative, presenting an organized series of impressions that trace his movement from rear areas toward the front and back again.

The opening chapters follow Cobb’s entry into the military cordon: securing passes, adopting prescribed routes, and adjusting to the procedures governing correspondents. He details travel by train and motorcar, transition from neutral borders to controlled territory, and the layered checkpoints that define the occupied zones. Waystations—stations, depots, and convoys—frame his first encounters with mobilization. He notes the visual markers of war’s approach: road trenches, camouflage screens, and the silence of shuttered towns. This stage introduces the rhythms of regulated movement, setting the pattern for controlled visits that will structure the rest of his observations and the book’s unfolding itinerary.

Cobb then surveys the machinery of modern mobilization as it appears behind the lines. He describes staff offices, supply depots, field kitchens, and the constant traffic of wagons and railcars feeding the armies. Attention is given to routine: rations cooked at mobile stoves, billets shared with villagers, inspections, and mess. He observes the soldiers’ equipment, clothing, and discipline, as well as the engineers and pioneers who build roads, lay wire, and maintain bridges. The picture is one of organization rather than spectacle, presenting an army whose daily operations—transport, repair, and provisioning—sustain the campaigns taking place just beyond the visible horizon.

In occupied Belgium, the narrative turns to city streets, town squares, and administrative offices. Cobb records how municipal life functions under martial regulations: requisitions posted on doors, price schedules, and curfews. He notes the movement of refugees and the ways inhabitants adapt to checkpoints and rationing. Ruined quarters and damaged public buildings—most notably in places such as Louvain—are included as scenes of destruction and recovery, paired with accounts of patrols and sentries. The chapters balance official briefings with glimpses of market stalls, workshops, and schools, outlining the civil order that persists among civilians living within the constraints of occupation and supply.

Approaching the fighting line, Cobb visits fortified sectors and trench districts at controlled distances. He depicts the remnants of strongpoints and the engineered landscape of modern siegecraft: parapets, sapheads, wire entanglements, and communication trenches. References to shattered forts at key river crossings and the use of heavy howitzers and siege trains convey the scale of artillery operations. Encounters with forward units and artillery observers emphasize procedure and concealment rather than dramatic assault. Censorship limits technical detail and precise locations, but the sequence of scenes shows how static positions, barrages, and the work of engineers govern the tempo of battles then dominating the Western Front.

The book also considers war’s aftermath at the edge of combat zones. Cobb describes dressing stations, field hospitals, and evacuation trains, outlining how medical teams triage, treat, and move the wounded. He notes the roles of Red Cross workers and orderlies, the organization of medical stores, and the protocols for prisoners of war. Cemeteries, burial parties, and casualty lists appear as part of the logistical record, presented without sensational emphasis. These chapters highlight the system built to manage loss and survival, complementing earlier descriptions of supply and movement with a parallel structure devoted to care, convalescence, and the documentation of the dead.

A recurring strand addresses information control and the practice of reporting under escort. Cobb recounts how itineraries are assigned, what must be omitted, and how photographs and notes are reviewed. He places official statements alongside road rumors, showing how correspondents corroborate events through repeated visits and multiple witnesses. Telegraph offices, field post, and press bureaus are described as part of the communications network that shapes public understanding. The narrative emphasizes process: how narratives are formed, delayed, or corrected, and how the limits imposed by secrecy and security affect what can be said about positions, numbers, and tactical intentions at any given moment.

Beyond immediate battlefields, Cobb widens the focus to the economy of a country at war. He observes harvests gathered under supervision, livestock tallied, and transport commandeered. Factories, workshops, and rail junctions appear as targets, assets, or bottlenecks, depending on military needs. Churches, libraries, and civic buildings damaged by fire or shelling are recorded as markers of cultural loss and community resilience. Market days, schoolrooms, and parish relief show daily life adapting to shortages and rules. These scenes place individual encounters within broader patterns of supply, labor, and governance that sustain armies and civilians across an extended, organized conflict.

In closing chapters, Cobb assembles the book’s central impression: modern war operates through systems—transport, artillery, engineering, medicine, and administration—that overshadow individual episodes. Without proposing political conclusions, he underscores the scale and impersonality of mechanized operations while acknowledging the endurance of soldiers and civilians within them. The final pages return to the reporter’s task: to record observable fact within limits set by access and security, leaving judgment to readers. Paths of Glory thus presents an ordered tour of early Western Front conditions, emphasizing procedure, infrastructure, and human adaptation as the defining features of the conflict he witnessed.
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    Irvin S. Cobb’s Paths of Glory is set in the opening phase of the First World War, chiefly in German-occupied Belgium and the contiguous sectors of northern France in 1914–1915. As an American correspondent traveling under military passes, Cobb moved through ruined market towns, shattered cathedrals, and makeshift hospitals, recording the immediacy of invasion and occupation. The book’s time frame coincides with the rapid German advance, the Allied stop on the Marne, and the early entrenchment that hardened into the Western Front. His dispatches, written on roads jammed with refugees and along rail spurs feeding armies, convey the geography of war from Liège to Louvain, Dinant, Antwerp, Reims, and the Yser plain.

The German invasion of Belgium on 4 August 1914—key to the Schlieffen Plan—forms a foundational event. German forces forced the Meuse crossings and reduced the forts of Liège (5–16 August) with massive siege artillery, including 420 mm Krupp howitzers, capturing General Gérard Leman. The violation of Belgian neutrality contravened the 1839 Treaty of London and shocked global opinion. Cobb’s narrative follows the invasion’s footprint: he traverses occupied zones, watches the extraction of requisitions, and details the transformation of peaceful communes into garrison towns. The book’s immediacy derives from this initial irruption, whose speed, firepower, and administrative rigor set the tone for the occupation he depicts.

The “Rape of Belgium” controversies—executions, hostage-taking, and punitive burnings—provide some of Cobb’s most searing reportage. In late August 1914, German troops devastated Louvain (Leuven): the university library, holding over 200,000 volumes and precious incunabula, burned on 25–26 August. At Dinant (23 August), 674 civilians were killed; at Aarschot (19 August), over 150 men were shot after the town’s occupation. These episodes, contested by German authorities yet documented by neutral observers, marked Europe’s conscience. Cobb describes charred streets, improvised cemeteries, and testimonies of survivors, using place names and dates to anchor atrocity to the map. His pages preserve the physical and moral shock of collective reprisals under occupation law.

The siege and fall of Antwerp (28 September–10 October 1914) reshaped the northern front and produced a humanitarian crisis. German heavy guns (305 mm and 420 mm) pounded outer forts, forcing the Belgian Army’s withdrawal across the Scheldt and the city’s capitulation on 10 October. The government removed to Le Havre, and King Albert I led forces toward the Yser. Hundreds of thousands fled toward the Netherlands and Britain. Cobb records the refugee columns, hospital trains, and ad hoc relief depots that appeared along canals and railheads. He also notes the emergence of the Commission for Relief in Belgium (founded October 1914 under Herbert Hoover), whose neutral food convoys punctuate his occupied-town sketches.

The Battle of the Marne (6–12 September 1914) halted the German advance and forced a retreat to the Aisne, where trench lines began to congeal. Paris’s “taxicabs of the Marne” symbolized mobilization; thereafter, the front stabilized into opposing fieldworks across Picardy and Champagne. In mid-September 1914, German bombardment damaged Reims Cathedral, melting its lead roof and blackening its statuary—an event that galvanized cultural outrage. Cobb moves amid these altered landscapes—sunken roads, wire, and chalky parapets—chronicling billets, ration lines, and the stasis after maneuver. His accounts of cathedral ruins and road junctions under shellfire translate strategic shifts into visible, civic wounds legible to a transatlantic readership.

The defensive stand on the Yser and the First Battle of Ypres (October–November 1914) created the Flanders salient that dominated the war’s narrative. Belgian engineers opened the Nieuwpoort sluices (21–29 October), flooding the polders and stopping German advances between the IJzer River and the North Sea. The struggle for Ypres (19 October–22 November) inflicted grievous casualties on the British Expeditionary Force and locked the salient into place. Cobb visits inundated fields, wrecked farmsteads, and shattered cloth halls, rendering the tactical engineering—floods, causeways, sandbag revetments—into human scale. The book’s eyewitness detail of Flanders’ waterlogged front illustrates how terrain manipulation and attrition replaced movement, reshaping civilian life and military routine alike.

Censorship, propaganda, and neutrality shaped what correspondents could see and report. Britain’s Defence of the Realm Act (August 1914) and the War Propaganda Bureau at Wellington House (from September 1914) regulated access and messaging; Germany escorted selected journalists through occupied zones under close supervision. As an American writing before U.S. entry, Cobb navigated neutrality while relying on military passes, rail permits, and official guides. He references diplomatic figures such as Brand Whitlock, U.S. Minister in Brussels, and the logistical footprint of American-led relief. The book’s blend of witnessed scenes and constrained itineraries exemplifies how state controls, legal frameworks (Hague Conventions of 1907), and relief diplomacy framed the early-war information space.

Cobb’s work operates as a social and political critique by stripping the phrase “paths of glory” of romance and mapping it onto municipal ledgers of ruin, orphanages, and burned archives. He indicts militarism’s logic of collective punishment, showing how legal justifications dissolve before executed hostages and looted granaries. The destruction of Louvain and Reims becomes an argument about cultural patrimony as a civilian right, not a military bargaining chip. His portraits of refugees, requisitioned shopkeepers, and stretcher-bearers expose class and power asymmetries under occupation. By juxtaposing official communiqués with street-level evidence, the book questions state narratives and foregrounds civilian suffering as the central political fact of 1914.
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A Little Village Called Montignies St. Christophe[1]

We passed through it late in the afternoon—this little Belgian town
called Montignies St. Christophe—just twenty-four hours behind a dust-
colored German column.  I am going to try now to tell how it looked to
us.

I am inclined to think I passed this way a year before, or a little
less, though I cannot be quite certain as to that.  Traveling 'cross
country, the country is likely to look different from the way it looked
when you viewed it from the window of a railroad carriage.

Of this much, though, I am sure: If I did not pass, through this little
town of Montignies St. Christophe then, at least I passed through fifty
like it—each a single line of gray houses strung, like beads on a cord,
along a white, straight road, with fields behind and elms in front; each
with its small, ugly church, its wine shop, its drinking trough, its
priest in black, and its one lone gendarme[2] in his preposterous housings
of saber and belt and shoulder straps.

I rather imagine I tried to think up something funny to say about the
shabby grandeur of the gendarme or the acid flavor of the cooking
vinegar sold at the drinking place under the name of wine; for that time
I was supposed to be writing humorous articles on European travel.

But now something had happened to Montignies St. Christophe to lift it
out of the dun, dull sameness that made it as one with so many other
unimportant villages in this upper left-hand corner of the map of
Europe.  The war had come this way; and, coming so, had dealt it a
side-slap.

We came to it just before dusk.  All day we had been hurrying along,
trying to catch up with the German rear guard[3]; but the Germans moved
faster than we did, even though they fought as they went.  They had gone
round the southern part of Belgium like coopers round a cask, hooping it
in with tight bands of steel.  Belgium—or this part of it—was all
barreled up now: chines, staves and bung; and the Germans were already
across the line, beating down the sod of France with their pelting feet.

Besides we had stopped often, for there was so much to see and to hear.[1q]
There was the hour we spent at Merbes-le-Chateau, where the English had
been; and the hour we spent at La Buissière, on the river Sambre, where
a fight had been fought two days earlier; but Merbes-le-Chateau is
another story and so is La Buissière.  Just after La Buissière we came
to a tiny village named Neuville and halted while the local Jack-of-all-
trades mended for us an invalided tire on a bicycle.

As we grouped in the narrow street before his shop, with a hiving swarm
of curious villagers buzzing about us, an improvised ambulance[4], with a
red cross[5] painted on its side over the letters of a baker's sign, went
up the steep hill at the head of the cobbled street. At that the women
in the doorways of the small cottages twisted their gnarled red hands in
their aprons, and whispered fearsomely among themselves, so that the
sibilant sound of their voices ran up and down the line of houses in a
long, quavering hiss.

The wagon, it seemed, was bringing in a wounded French soldier who had
been found in the woods beyond the river.  He was one of the last to be
found alive, which was another way of saying that for two days and two
nights he had been lying helpless in the thicket, his stomach empty and
his wounds raw.  On each of those two nights it had rained, and rained
hard.

Just as we started on our way the big guns began booming somewhere ahead
of us toward the southwest; so we turned in that direction.

We had heard the guns distinctly in the early forenoon, and again, less
distinctly, about noontime.  Thereafter, for a while, there had been a
lull in the firing; but now it was constant—a steady, sustained boom-
boom-boom, so far away that it fell on the eardrums as a gentle
concussion; as a throb of air, rather than as a real sound.  For three
days now we had been following that distant voice of the cannon, trying
to catch up with it as it advanced, always southward, toward the French
frontier.  Therefore we flogged the belly of our tired horse with the
lash of a long whip, and hurried along.  There were five of us, all
Americans.  The two who rode on bicycles pedaled ahead as outriders, and
the remaining three followed on behind with the horse and the dogcart.
We had bought the outfit that morning and we were to lose it that night.
The horse was an aged mare, with high withers, and galls on her
shoulders and fetlocks unshorn, after the fashion of Belgian horses; and
the dogcart was a venerable ruin, which creaked a great protest at every
turn of the warped wheels on the axle.  We had been able to buy the two—
the mare and the cart—only because the German soldiers had not thought
them worth the taking.

In this order, then, we proceeded.  Pretty soon the mare grew so weary
she could hardly lift her shaggy old legs; so, footsore as we were, we
who rode dismounted and trudged on, taking turns at dragging her forward
by the bit.  I presume we went ahead thus for an hour or more, along an
interminable straight road and past miles of the checkered light and
dark green fields which in harvest time make a great backgammon board of
this whole country of Belgium.

The road was empty of natives—empty, too, of German wagon trains; and
these seemed to us curious things, because there had until then been
hardly a minute of the day when we were not passing soldiers or meeting
refugees.

Almost without warning we came on this little village called Montignies
St. Christophe.  A six-armed signboard at a crossroads told us its name
—a rather impressive name ordinarily for a place of perhaps twenty
houses, all told.  But now tragedy had given it distinction; had painted
that straggling frontier hamlet over with such colors that the picture
of it is going to live in my memory as long as I do live.  At the upper
end of the single street, like an outpost, stood an old chateau, the
seat, no doubt, of the local gentry, with a small park of beeches and
elms round it; and here, right at the park entrance, we had our first
intimation that there had been a fight.  The gate stood ajar between its
chipped stone pillars, and just inside the blue coat of a French cavalry
officer, jaunty and new and much braided with gold lace on the collar
and cuffs, hung from the limb of a small tree.  Beneath the tree were a
sheaf of straw in the shape of a bed and the ashes of a dead camp fire;
and on the grass, plain to the eye, a plump, well-picked pullet, all
ready for the pot or the pan.  Looking on past these things we saw much
scattered dunnage: Frenchmen's knapsacks, flannel shirts, playing cards,
fagots of firewood mixed together like jackstraws, canteens covered with
slate-blue cloth and having queer little hornlike protuberances on their
tops—which proved them to be French canteens—tumbled straw, odd shoes
with their lacings undone, a toptilted service shelter of canvas; all
the riffle of a camp that had been suddenly and violently disturbed.

As I think back it seems to me that not until that moment had it
occurred to us to regard closely the cottages and shops beyond the
clumped trees of the chateau grounds.  We were desperately weary, to
begin with, and our eyes, those past three days, had grown used to the
signs of misery and waste and ruin, abundant and multiplying in the wake
of the hard-pounding hoofs of the conqueror.

Now, all of a sudden, I became aware that this town had been literally
shot to bits.  From our side—that is to say, from the north and
likewise from the west—the Germans had shelled it.  From the south,
plainly, the French had answered.  The village, in between, had caught
the full force and fury of the contending fires.  Probably the
inhabitants had warning; probably they fled when the German skirmishers
surprised that outpost of Frenchmen camping in the park.  One imagined
them scurrying like rabbits across the fields and through the cabbage
patches.  But they had left their belongings behind, all their small
petty gearings and garnishings, to be wrecked in the wrenching and
racking apart of their homes.

A railroad track emerged from the fields and ran along the one street.
Shells had fallen on it and exploded, ripping the steel rails from the
cross-ties, so that they stood up all along in a jagged formation, like
rows of snaggled teeth.  Other shells, dropping in the road, had so
wrought with the stone blocks that they were piled here in heaps, and
there were depressed into caverns and crevasses four or five or six feet
deep.

Every house in sight had been hit again and again and again.  One house
would have its whole front blown in, so that we could look right back to
the rear walls and see the pans on the kitchen shelves.  Another house
would lack a roof to it, and the tidy tiles that had made the roof were
now red and yellow rubbish, piled like broken shards outside a potter's
door.  The doors stood open, and the windows, with the windowpanes all
gone and in some instances the sashes as well, leered emptily, like
eye-sockets without eyes.

So it went.  Two of the houses had caught fire and the interiors were
quite burned away. A sodden smell of burned things came from the still
smoking ruins; but the walls, being of thick stone, stood.

Our poor tired old nag halted and sniffed and snorted.  If she had had
energy enough I reckon she would have shied about and run back the way
she had come, for now, just ahead, lay two dead horses—a big gray and a
roan—with their stark legs sticking out across the road.  The gray was
shot through and through in three places.  The right fore hoof of the
roan had been cut smack off, as smoothly as though done with an ax; and
the stiffened leg had a curiously unfinished look about it, suggesting a
natural malformation.  Dead only a few hours, their carcasses already
had begun to swell.  The skin on their bellies was as tight as a
drumhead.

We forced the quivering mare past the two dead horses.  Beyond them the
road was a litter.  Knapsacks, coats, canteens, handkerchiefs, pots,
pans, household utensils, bottles, jugs and caps were everywhere.  The
deep ditches on either side of the road were clogged with such things.
The dropped caps and the abandoned knapsacks were always French caps and
French knapsacks, cast aside, no doubt, for a quick flight after the
melee.

The Germans had charged after shelling the town, and then the French had
fallen back—or at least so we deduced from the looks of things.  In
the debris was no object that bespoke German workmanship or German
ownership.  This rather puzzled us until we learned that the Germans, as
tidy in this game of war as in the game of life, made it a hard-and-fast
rule to gather up their own belongings after every engagement, great or
small, leaving behind nothing that might serve to give the enemy an idea
of their losses.

We went by the church.  Its spire was gone; but, strange to say, a small
flag—the Tricolor of France[6]—still fluttered from a window where some
one had stuck it.  We went by the taverne, or wine shop, which had a
sign over its door—a creature remotely resembling a blue lynx.  And
through the door we saw half a loaf of bread and several bottles on a
table.  We went by a rather pretentious house, with pear trees in front
of it and a big barn alongside it; and right under the eaves of the barn
I picked up the short jacket of a French trooper, so new and fresh from
the workshop that the white cambric lining was hardly soiled.  The
figure 18 was on the collar; we decided that its wearer must have
belonged to the Eighteenth Cavalry Regiment.  Behind the barn we found a
whole pile of new knapsacks—the flimsy play-soldier knapsacks of the
French infantrymen, not half so heavy or a third so substantial as the
heavy sacks of the Germans, which are all bound with straps and covered
on the back side with undressed red bullock's hide.

Until now we had seen, in all the silent, ruined village, no human
being.  The place fairly ached with emptiness.  Cats sat on the
doorsteps or in the windows, and presently from a barn we heard
imprisoned beasts lowing dismally.  Cows were there, with agonized
udders and, penned away from them, famishing calves; but there were no
dogs.  We already had remarked this fact—that in every desolated
village cats were thick enough; but invariably the sharp-nosed, wolfish-
looking Belgian dogs had disappeared along with their masters.  And it
was so in Montignies St. Christophe.

On a roadside barricade of stones, chinked with sods of turf—a
breastwork the French probably had erected before the fight and which
the Germans had kicked half down—I counted three cats, seated side by
side, washing their faces sedately and soberly.

It was just after we had gone by the barricade that, in a shed behind
the riddled shell of a house, which was almost the last house of the
town, one of our party saw an old, a very old, woman, who peered out at
us through a break in the wall.  He called out to her in French, but she
never answered—only continued to watch him from behind her shelter. He
started toward her and she disappeared noiselessly, without having
spoken a word. She was the only living person we saw in that town.

Just beyond the town, though, we met a wagon—a furniture dealer's
wagon—from some larger community, which had been impressed by the
Belgian authorities, military or civil, for ambulance service.  A jaded
team of horses drew it, and white flags with red crosses in their
centers drooped over the wheels, fore and aft.  One man led the near
horse by the bit and two other men walked behind the wagon.  All three
of them had Red Cross brassards on the sleeves of their coats.

The wagon had a hood on it, but was open at both ends.  Overhauling it
we saw that it contained two dead soldiers—French foot-soldiers.  The
bodies rested side by side on the wagon bed.  Their feet somehow were
caught up on the wagon seat so that their stiff legs, in the baggy red
pants, slanted upward, and the two dead men had the look of being about
to glide backward and out of the wagon.

The blue-clad arms of one of them were twisted upward in a half-arc,
encircling nothing; and as the wheels jolted over the rutted cobbles
these two bent arms joggled and swayed drunkenly.  The other's head was
canted back so that, as we passed, we looked right into his face.  It
was a young face—we could tell that much, even through the mask of
caked mud on the drab-white skin—and it might once have been a comely
face.  It was not comely now.

Peering into the wagon we saw that the dead man's face had been partly
shot or shorn away—the lower jaw was gone; so that it had become an
abominable thing to look on. These two had been men the day before.  Now
they were carrion and would be treated as such; for as we looked back we
saw the wagon turn off the high road into a field where the wild red
poppies, like blobs of red blood, grew thick between rows of neglected
sugar beets.

We stopped and watched.  The wagon bumped through the beet patch to
where, at the edge of a thicket, a trench had been dug.  The diggers
were two peasants in blouses, who stood alongside the ridge of raw
upturned earth at the edge of the hole, in the attitude of figures in a
painting by Millet.  Their spades were speared upright into the mound of
fresh earth.  Behind them a stenciling of poplars rose against the sky
line.

We saw the bodies lifted out of the wagon.  We saw them slide into the
shallow grave, and saw the two diggers start at their task of filling in
the hole.

Not until then did it occur to any one of us that we had not spoken to
the men in charge of the wagon, or they to us.  There was one detached
house, not badly battered, alongside the road at the lower edge of the
field where the burial took place.  It had a shield on its front wall
bearing the Belgian arms and words to denote that it was a customs
house.

A glance at our map showed us that at this point the French boundary
came up in a V-shaped point almost to the road.  Had the gravediggers
picked a spot fifty yards farther on for digging their trench, those two
dead Frenchmen would have rested in the soil of their own country.

The sun was almost down by now, and its slanting rays slid lengthwise
through the elm-tree aisles along our route.  Just as it disappeared we
met a string of refugees—men, women and children—all afoot, all
bearing pitiably small bundles.  They limped along silently in a
straggling procession.  None of them was weeping; none of them
apparently had been weeping.  During the past ten days I had seen
thousands of such refugees, and I had yet to hear one of them cry out or
complain or protest.

These who passed us now were like that.  Their heavy peasant faces
expressed dumb bewilderment—nothing else.  They went on up the road
into the gathering dusk as we went down, and almost at once the sound of
their clunking tread died out behind us. Without knowing certainly, we
nevertheless imagined they were the dwellers of Montignies St.
Christophe going back to the sorry shells that had been their homes.

An hour later we passed through the back lines of the German camp and
entered the town of Beaumont, to find that the General Staff of a German
army corps was quartered there for the night, and that the main force of
the column, after sharp fighting, had already advanced well beyond the
frontier.  France was invaded.
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To War in a Taxicab

In a taxicab we went to look for this war.  There were four of us, not
counting the chauffeur, who did not count.  It was a regular taxicab,
with a meter on it, and a little red metal flag which might be turned up
or turned down, depending on whether the cab was engaged or at liberty;
and he was a regular chauffeur.

We, the passengers, wore straw hats and light suits, and carried no
baggage.  No one would ever have taken us for war correspondents out
looking for war.  So we went; and, just when we were least expecting it,
we found that war.  Perhaps it would be more exact to say it found us.
We were four days getting back to Brussels, still wearing our straw
hats, but without any taxicab.  The fate of that taxicab is going to be
one of the unsolved mysteries of the German invasion of Belgium.

From the hour when the steamer St. Paul left New York, carrying probably
the most mixed assortment of passengers that traveled on a single ship
since Noah sailed the Ark, we on board expected hourly to sight
something that would make us spectators of actual hostilities.  The
papers that morning were full of rumors of an engagement between English
ships and German ships somewhere off the New England coast.

Daily we searched the empty seas until our eyes hurt us; but, except
that we had one ship's concert and one brisk gale, and that just before
dusk on the fifth day out, the weather being then gray and misty, we saw
wallowing along, hull down on the starboard bow, an English cruiser with
two funnels, nothing happened at all.  Even when we landed at Liverpool
nothing happened to suggest that we had reached a country actively
engaged in war, unless you would list the presence of a few khaki-clad
soldiers on the landing stage and the painful absence of porters to
handle our baggage as evidences of the same.  I remember seeing Her
Grace the Duchess of Marlborough sitting hour after hour on a baggage
truck, waiting for her heavy luggage to come off the tardy tender and up
the languid chute into the big dusty dockhouse.

I remember, also, seeing women, with their hats flopping down in their
faces and their hair all streaming, dragging huge trunks across the
floor; and if all of us had not been in the same distressful fix we
could have appreciated the humor of the spectacle of a portly high
dignitary of the United States Medical Corps shoving a truck piled high
with his belongings, and shortly afterward, with the help of his own
wife, loading them on the roof of an infirm and wheezy taxicab.

From Liverpool across to London we traveled through a drowsy land
burdened with bumper crops of grain, and watched the big brown hares
skipping among the oat stacks; and late at night we came to London.  In
London next day there were more troops about than common, and recruits
were drilling on the gravel walks back of Somerset House; and the people
generally moved with a certain sober restraint, as people do who feel
the weight of a heavy and an urgent responsibility.  Otherwise the
London of wartime seemed the London of peacetime.

So within a day our small party, still seeking to slip into the wings of
the actual theater of events rather than to stay so far back behind the
scenes, was aboard a Channel ferryboat bound for Ostend, and having for
fellow travelers a few Englishmen, a tall blond princess of some royal
house of Northern Europe, and any number of Belgians going home to
enlist. In the Straits of Dover, an hour or so out from Folkestone, we
ran through a fleet of British warships guarding the narrow roadstead
between France and England; and a torpedo-boat destroyer sidled up and
took a look at us.

Just off Dunkirk a French scout ship talked with us by the language of
the whipping signal flags; but the ordinary Channel craft came and went
without hindrance or seeming fear, and again it was hard for us to make
ourselves believe that we had reached a zone where the physical,
tangible business of war went forward.

And Ostend and, after Ostend, the Belgian interior—those were
disappointments too; for at Ostend bathers disported on the long,
shining beach and children played about the sanded stretch.  And, though
there were soldiers in sight, one always expects soldiers in European
countries.  No one asked to see the passports we had brought with us,
and the customs officers gave our hand baggage the most perfunctory of
examinations. Hardly five minutes had elapsed after our landing before
we were steaming away on our train through a landscape which, to judge
by its appearance, might have known only peace, and naught but peace,
for a thousand placid years.

It is true we saw during that ride few able-bodied male adults, either
in the towns through which we rushed or in the country.  There were
priests occasionally and old, infirm men or half-grown boys; but of men
in their prime the land had been drained to fill up the army of defense
then on the other side of Belgium—toward Germany—striving to hold the
invaders in check until the French and English might come up.  The
yellow-ripe grain stood in the fields, heavy-headed and drooping with
seed.  The russet pears and red apples bent the limbs of the fruit trees
almost to earth.  Every visible inch of soil was under cultivation, of
the painfully intensive European sort; and there remained behind to
garner the crops only the peasant women and a few crippled, aged grand-
sires.  It was hard for us to convince ourselves that any event out of
the ordinary beset this country. No columns of troops passed along the
roads; no camps of tents lifted their peaked tops above the hedges.  In
seventy-odd miles we encountered one small detachment of soldiers—they
were at a railroad station—and one Red Cross flag.

As for Brussels—why, Brussels at first glance was more like a city
making a fete than the capital of a nation making war.  The flags which
were displayed everywhere; the crowds in the square before the railroad
station; the multitudes of boy scouts running about; the uniforms of
Belgian volunteers and regulars; the Garde Civique, in their queer-
looking costumes, with funny little derby hats, all braid-trimmed—gave
to the place a holiday air.  After nightfall, when the people of
Brussels flocked to the sidewalk cafes and sat at little round tables
under awnings, drinking light drinks a la Parisienne, this impression
was heightened.

We dined in the open air ourselves, finding the prices for food and
drink to be both moderate and modest, and able to see nothing on the
surface which suggested that the life of these people had been seriously
disturbed.  Two significant facts, however, did obtrude themselves on
us: Every minute or two, as we dined, a young girl or an old gentleman
would come to us, rattling a tin receptacle with a slot in the top
through which coins for the aid of the widows and orphans of dead
soldiers might be dropped; and when a little later we rode past the
royal palace we saw that it had been converted into a big hospital for
the wounded.  That night, also, the government ran away to Antwerp; but
of this we knew nothing until the following morning.

Next day we heard tales: Uhlans[7] had been seen almost in the suburbs;
three German spies, disguised as nuns, had been captured, tried,
convicted and were no longer with us; sentries on duty outside the
residence of the American Minister had fired at a German aeroplane
darting overhead; French troops were drawing in to the northward and
English soldiers were hurrying up from the south; trainloads of wounded
had been brought in under cover of the night and distributed among the
improvised hospitals; but, conceding these things to be true, we knew of
them only at second hand.  By the evidence of what we ourselves saw we
were able to note few shifts in the superficial aspects of the city.
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