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The jungle fort of Houi-Ninh, its back to the swift
and mighty river Meh Song, its front and flanks to
the illimitable Annamese jungle, stood like a little rock,
almost submerged beneath a deep green sea.

Behind it, a theoretically pacified land of peaceful if
resentful villages, set in rice-field, forest, plain and
swamp; before it, the unconquerable jungle, its dank and
gloomy depths the home and defence of fierce swift
jungle-men, predatory, savage, and devilishly cruel.

And beyond that vast uncharted sea of densest forest
and impenetrable swamp, a further terra incognita; and
then China, inimical, enigmatic and sinister.

The little jungle fort was strong, the foundations of its
walls great boulders of stone, the walls themselves dried
mud and great baulks of mahogany, its vast and heavy
iron-wood gate secured by huge steel bars which were
lengths of railway-line.

Within the square of walls was the low oblong white-washed
caserne containing the chambrée in which the men
slept, the store-room, the cook-house, the non-commissioned
officers’ quarters, and the office-bedroom of
the Commandant.

The fort was besieged. Hordes of flat-faced, slant-eyed
warriors, half brigand, pirate and dacoit, half mandarin’s
irregular soldier, swarmed about it in the gloom of the
jungle just beyond the tiny clearing that surrounded its
walls. From lofty iron-wood trees, a galling and decimating
fire had been kept up for days, by the Möi, Tho,
Muong and Chinese sharp-shooters armed with Sniders,
Chassepot and Gras guns, as well as excellent Spencer
carbines and Remington repeating rifles, reducing the
garrison to half its original inadequate numbers, and inflicting
upon it the loss not only of its Commandant,
Lieutenant Jacot, but of its half-dozen non-commissioned
officers as well.

It was now commanded by an ordinary soldat première
classe, the Légionnaire Paladino, senior man present, and
readily-accepted leader.

The last official communication from the outside world
had been a suddenly-ended heliograph message, the concluding
sentence of which had been ominous.

“Those about to die, salute ...”

It had come from another fort set upon a hill some
twenty-five li[1] distant.










	
[1]


	
Li = about 600 yards.
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A handful of assorted soldiers gathered from the ends
of the earth, of very widely varying nationality, creed
and breed, of greatly differing education, birth, and
social experience, stood in the dark shadow of imminent
death; Death ineluctable, inevitable, inexorable; Death
now as certain as—death.

These men knew that no power on earth could save
them; that no power from Heaven would save them;
that this was as certainly the last night of their lives as
it would have been had they each been seated alone in the
condemned cell, doomed by law to meet, at dawn, the
hangman, Madame la Guillotine, or the firing-party.

They knew that to-morrow’s dawn was the last that
they would ever see.

The victorious and triumphant army of the Pavillons
Noirs, the Black Flags, jungle savages, Möis, river
pirates, Tonkinese dacoits and bandits, and Chinese
Regulars in disguise, now bearing down upon them to
join their besiegers, out-numbered them by a hundred to
one. It could, and would, by sheer weight of numbers
alone, overwhelm them, obliterate them. Against it, they
had precisely as much chance as has a snail against a
steam-roller. Should this great force of irregular but
magnificent, well-armed fighting men, instead of sweeping
over the little jungle fort, trouble to ring it about with fire,
the score of defenders’ rifles would answer a thousand.

And for how long?

Almost with their guns alone could the Tonkinese and
Chinese jungle-warriors blast, into its original dust, the
mud wall of the wretched little post, already more than
half-submerged by the slowly rising tide of the ever-encroaching
jungle.

But this they probably would not do. They were very
fierce, impetuous and primitive in their swift savagery.
Almost certainly they would rush it, destroy it, stamp it
flat, and let the jungle in. In a few weeks there would
be no sign of where it had stood. It would be sunk full
fathom five beneath an emerald sea of leaf and stalk;
strangled, choked, drowned beneath the green ocean of
leaves.

These men were doomed, for they were abandoned.
Not abandoned callously, carelessly or neglectfully, but by
necessity, the harsh cruelty of military fate and the
adverse fortune of war. To have saved them would have
cost ten times their number. To have saved the fort
would have cost ten times what it was worth.

And loss of prestige? That would be regained a
hundredfold when the General was ready, and reinforcements
for his disease-decimated sun-smitten jungle-worn
army should reach his headquarters from France.

The only doubt about their certain death lay in the
question of the manner of it.

A furious headlong charge of strong swift swordsmen,
brown, black-turbaned, Gurkha-like; rush upon rush, and
an overwhelming flood which would surge across the
stockade as waves break over a child’s castle of sand, and
then swift sudden death by bullet and blade?

Or, perchance, a long slow day of torture by thirst and
heat and wounds as, beneath a hail of bullets from high
surrounding trees, they died slowly, man by man, their
fire growing slacker and slower until the last wounded man
with his last remaining strength and failing sight, reached
the last cartridge and fired the last shot of the defence?

According to their Annamese informants, “friendlies”
fleeing before the advancing host—this had been the fate
of the first of the two forts that the rebel horde had
attacked, the only other outposts on that side of the
mighty river, deep and swift. It had been enveloped,
surrounded during the night, and at dawn had been
subjected to so heavy a fire at so short range that by
noon the little post had been silenced, the fortunate
among its defenders those who had been killed
during the battle. The wounded had been crucified,
slowly roasted alive, or indescribably tortured with the
knife.

On the other hand, the second outpost had been carried
by an overwhelming rush, and its defenders had died on
their feet, whirling clubbed rifles, stabbing with fixed
bayonets in a wild pandemoniac mêlée.

But few of the men of this latter fort had lived to
suffer torture—fortunately—for these Black Flag pirates,
the jungle dacoits of the Far East, are the most ingenious,
the most inhuman, the most devilishly cruel and callous
torturers on the face of the earth.

And this was the third outpost.



Their last night. How should it be spent?

Had these men been of a homogeneous regiment,
whether English, Scottish, Irish, French, German, Italian,
Russian, Dutch, Swiss, Greek or Spanish, their general
reaction to such a situation might be to some extent predictable.

Condemned to death without the possibility or faintest
hope of reprieve, doomed to die at dawn without the
slightest chance of escape, the men of one of these nations
would have spent the night in grim uneasy jest; of a
second in dour resigned solemnity; of a third in hectic
nervous gaiety; of another in futile wrath and bitter
recriminations against those by whom they had been
“betrayed”; of another in a drunken orgy and a brave
effort at the consumption of all stores of food and drink;
of another in the singing of hymns and of national sentimental
songs; and of yet another—in carrying on precisely
as usual.

But of these particular men, not more than two were
of the same nationality, and they represented most of the
countries of Europe.

They were, nevertheless, soldiers of the French Foreign
Legion, and as General Négrier had once informed the
Legion, they were there to die, they were hired to die.

It was simply their business.

That was what they were for.

And so they sat—a wasteful plethora of tins of “monkey
meat” and black issue bread, bidons of wine and
packets of cigarettes beside them, talked and played
mini-dini—and ate and drank, and were not merry, in
spite of this unwonted luxury.
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It was their leader, the suave, cynical Paladino, a
baffling enigmatical man, who made the suggestion, as
they sat in a circle about the glowing embers of the fire,
waiting for death, matter-of-fact, business-like and unperturbed,
each man bon camarade and bon légionnaire.

Although literally a case of eat and drink, for to-morrow
we die, they maintained, from force of habit, all correct
military procedure, and a sentry paced the cat-walk,
the long narrow firing-platform that ran round the inside
of the fort four feet below the top of the wall.

“Hell!” yawned Paladino lazily, and stretched himself.
“Soon be there, too.”

“Wonder whether le bon Dieu tries us one by one, or
in a bunch,” he added, as he lay back against a box of
ammunition, settled himself comfortably and lit a
cigarette.

“What, us? Us old légionnaires? Oh, one by one, of
course,” asserted Lemoine, “and in camera, too.”

“In camera, behind closed doors? Oh, too bad,”
grinned Borodoff. “We would have liked to hear the
worst about one another.”

“True,” agreed Paladino.

“Well, why not have it now?” he added.

“Afraid we haven’t—er—quite enough time,” smiled
old Bethune. “My own sins alone would take ...”

“Of course they would, mon vieux,” agreed Paladino.
“Take a month at least. I wasn’t so optimistic as to
imagine that we were going to have time to hear it all.
Not even just yours. What I suggested was ‘the worst’.
Let’s each confess our worst, blackest, beastliest deed,
fully and faithfully, truly and honestly.”

“Yes,” agreed Lemoine. “And no boasting. Let’s
form a Dirty Dogs’ Club and see who, on his own confession,
is the dirtiest dog. He shall be proclaimed
President. First and last President of the most short-lived
club on earth.”

Paladino rose to his feet.

“Bon! I declare the Club to be about to be. We
are the original and only candidates for membership. I
am the founder. Our friends the Black Flags will be
the un-founders. Let none of your confessions be unfounded
though.... You begin, Nul de Nullepart.”

Le Légionnaire Nul de Nullepart began, and others followed
his excellent and stimulating lead ...



Suddenly a Snider boomed, and Schenko, looking out
through a creneau, staggered back and fell from the cat-walk
down into the enceinte.

“Aux armes!” bawled Paladino, as every man, grabbing
his rifle, sprang to meet the rush of savages that
surged over all four walls, like a wave.

The struggle that followed was long and desperate,
ending in a wild mêlée in which single légionnaires with
whirling rifle-butts or darting bayonets fought desperately,
each against a dozen; dying, man by man, until but one
of them was left alive. He, clubbed from behind, had
been knocked from the cat-walk down into the enceinte,
and lay partly buried, and almost concealed, beneath
the half-naked corpses of fallen dacoits, brown bodies
partly clad in bright panaungs.
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As I have already told,[1] I was bred to the sea, my
father being an Admiral, and my forbears having
held rank in the British Navy for centuries.

But my mother, abetted, if not instigated, by my step-father,
Lord Fordingstane, decided that she could not
afford to send me to the Britannia and into the Navy;
I was apprenticed to the shipping-firm of Messrs. Dobson,
Robson, and Wright, of Glasgow, and made my first
voyage, as an Apprentice, in one of their ships, the
Valkyrie of ill omen.

Sickened, for the time being, of the sea—for this voyage
was one of the most tragic and disastrous made by any
ship that ever came to port—I decided to be a soldier;
and, with my fellow-Apprentice, Dacre Blount, enlisted
in the Life Guards, a regiment in which my step-father
had been a Cornet.

Having served for a couple of years in the Life Guards,
Dacre Blount and I accepted a friend’s offer of a chance
to go to sea once more, this time on a gun-running
expedition to Morocco. Here I was captured by nomad
Arabs, sold as a slave, and, later, taken by my master
to Mecca.[2]

The pilgrim ship in which we were returning from
Jiddah was burnt; and I, escaping from it, was picked
up by an Arab dhow which, proceeding to Djibouti in
French Somaliland, was there seized by the French Naval
authorities for the slaver, pearl-poacher, gun-runner and
hashish-smuggler that she was, and handed over to the
civil power. My Arab captors, long wanted by the
French, were tried for piracy and murder, and were shot;
I, proclaiming myself an Englishman, late in the employ
of the Sultan of Bab-el-Djebel, was accused of being a
Secret Service agent and spy, left for long in doubt as
to my fate, and then, having been tried on an espionage
charge, was found probably-guilty and given the choice
between enlisting in the French Foreign Legion and
suffering indefinite detention.



In point of fact, I was just in the humour to join the
French Foreign Legion, being at the moment rebellious
against Fate, at a loose end, and somewhat desperate.

Moreover, that way of life undoubtedly promised
adventure, and of adventure I was avid.

It seemed to me, too, that I was remarkably well
equipped for this new rôle, inasmuch as I was a soldier,
spoke and understood Arabic perfectly, had a good
ground-work of French, knew the desert and the Arab
and the Arab’s way of fighting, better than any veteran
in the Corps; and, thanks to sea-training, Guards’ training,
and my extremely active life in the desert, was a
remarkably tough, seasoned and active young man.

But Fate will have its little joke; and as I knew
Arabic and was an experienced desert fighter, I was sent
almost direct to where the only useful language was
Annamese; the terrain was swamp and dense jungle;
and the mode of fighting was as different as it could
possibly be from that of Arab warfare.










	
[1]


	
Action and Passion.















	
[2]


	
Sinbad the Soldier.
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Accounts of the routine of joining the Foreign Legion,
proceeding to Sidi-bel-Abbès, and undergoing recruit-training
are numerous, and their number need not be
increased. Suffice it to say that my training as a Guardsman,
my size and strength, and my African experience,
stood me in very good stead, and enabled me to endure,
if not enjoy, recruit days at the depot at Sidi-bel-Abbès,
and to suffer nothing worse than boredom.

It was at just about the time when I was dismissed
recruits’ drill that a notice appeared in rapport that a
draft would shortly be going as re-inforcement to the
Legion battalion in Tonking on active service against the
rebellious or, rather, unsubdued, followers of the Emperor
of Annam, who had recently been defeated by the French
and exiled from Indo-China.

These mountaineers, Annamese of the Dalat plateau
and other highland parts of Tonking, aided by vast hordes
of dacoits, brigands, and pirates, known as Black Flags,
and secretly subsidized and supported by the Chinese
Government, who reinforced them with bodies of irregulars
and regiments of Chinese regular troops, were a
powerful and dangerous enemy who had inflicted more
than one definite defeat upon French Generals.

Promptly I put in my name for the draft and, presumably
on the strength of my previous military training
and experience, my physique, and the white crime-sheet of
a blameless life, I was accepted, our Commanding Officer,
Chef de Bataillon Wattringue doing me the honour of
speaking a few words to me as he inspected the special
parade of applicants for foreign service.

“What’s your name, mon enfant?”

“Dysart, mon Colonel.”

“Previous service in the British Army, I’m told.
Regiment?”

“Life Guards, mon Colonel.”

“Your father an officer?”

“Admiral, mon Colonel.”

“Why did you come to the Legion?”

“For adventure; active service, mon Colonel,” I
replied, telling him the truth and nothing but the
truth—if not the whole truth.

“Is he a good shot, a good marcher and a good
soldier?” he enquired, turning to Captain Dubosque,
commanding my Depôt Company.

“Excellent,” replied that worthy man.

“And you wish to proceed forthwith to Tonking, eh?”
he asked, turning again to me.

I assured him that I did.

“Well, perhaps you will. And equally—perhaps you
won’t,” he replied, and passed on.

A fortnight later my name was published in Orders
among those, my seniors and betters, who, having had
six months’ service and not having suffered imprisonment
during that time, were to be formed into a separate section,
receive flannel uniforms and a white helmet, and parade
with the troops under orders for Tonking.



Of the men who entrained at Sidi-bel-Abbès for Oran
to embark in the troop-ship Général Boulanger from Marseilles,
already full to capacity with troops of the Infanterie
de la Marine, few returned, most of them leaving
their bones in the swamps, jungles, and military cemeteries
of Indo-China.

Not a few died of heat-stroke, disease, and wounds
before the troopship reached Pingeh, the port of Saigon
in Cambodia.

Of those who died of wounds, two were shot attempting
to desert in the Suez Canal where the ship tied up for the
night; three at Singapore where we stopped to coal;
while one man, who had succeeded in swimming from the
ship at that port, was taken by a shark.

These deaths led to others, as, the deserting légionnaires
having been shot by sentries of the Marine Infantry,
there was, for the rest of the voyage, a very strong
Legion feeling against the men of that Corps, a reciprocated
bitterness of spirit that was expressed in more than
one desperate and murderous conflict.

After calling at Saigon in Cochin China, the troopship
proceeded to the mouth of the Red River, where
the Legion draft was transferred to a couple of river gun-boats,
the Lily and the Lotus, and taken some six hours’
journey up the river and disembarked at the town of
Haiphong.

From the wharf, our draft marched by way of a fine
boulevard, the Avenue Paul Bert, to the Négrier Barracks,
whence, a day or two later, we were taken on gun-boats
another day’s journey up the Red River to the base camp
at a place called Hai Duong.

Thence, after rest, re-organization and re-fitting, we
marched to a spot we called Seven Pagodas, and thence
to the camp of the Second Battalion of the First Regiment
at Houi-Bap—the seat of war.

I was on regular active service at last.
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We soon learned that the Annamese army, known
as the Black Flags, and by profession river-pirates
and jungle dacoits—together with their allies, a large
force of Chinese irregulars, also bandits in time of peace,
reinforced, according to our scouts, by regiments of regular
soldiers of the Chinese army who were led by white officers—held
a strongly fortified position at a place called
Quang-Ton. Already one considerable battle had been
fought near this place, and, whoever claimed the victory,
the enemy undeniably held the ground.

Our camp at Houi-Bap was the nearest French base to
this strong enemy position; and with us, besides details,
lay a battalion of Tirailleurs Tonkinois, native Annamese
troops of the Delta, led by French officers and drilled by
French non-commissioned officers.

Our battalion of the Legion had been divided into three
companies, one of which occupied the base with its stores
of food and munitions, while the other two marched out
and operated, for several weeks at a stretch, as flying
columns in the enemy country.

In my time at Houi-Bap I played many parts, having
been, on different occasions and for varying periods, a
cook, for the first and last time in my life; an exterior
decorator, with whitewash only; a wood-cutter; a
water-carrier; a stone-dresser; a carpenter; a road-navvy
and a brick-maker.

A kilometre or so from our fortified barracks, within
the stockade of which was quite a strong réduit, a claypit
and brick-yard had been constructed, and here, under
the guidance of a Sergeant who knew nothing about it, a
dozen of us were employed in modelling bricks in clay, and
stacking them in the kilns in which they were to be baked.

Nor did we make bricks without straw. While we
worked, a section of native soldiers, Tirailleurs Tonkinois,
chopped rice-straw for our use, while others carried
buckets of water from the brick-yard well, and another
section fed the kiln fires with wood.

These Annamese were under the command of a Doi
or native Sergeant, who struck me as a remarkably intelligent
man, very active, forceful and competent, as
well as a good disciplinarian.

Later, I encountered Doi Linh Nghi in a different
capacity, came to know him better, to like him very
much, and to rank him among my real friends.

I cannot say that I found this aspect of life in the
Foreign Legion thrilling or even attractive, for the work
was extremely hard and dirty, the climate exceedingly
hot and humid. So it was without regret that I learned,
one day, that, enough bricks having been made, my
Section was to join the Company that was going out on
patrol, and was to be left by it at a distant outpost
beyond the River Meh-Song at a place called Houi-Ninh.

We fell in, that morning, in full marching order, khaki
uniform of cotton drill; rifles and bayonets; a hundred
and twenty rounds of ammunition; filled water-bottles;
ground-sheets rolled up, tied in a loop like a horse-collar,
and worn over the left shoulder; laden knapsacks and
haversacks; and a very heavy mâchète in a wooden
sheath. The mâchète was both tool and weapon, like a
broad thick straight-bladed sword, very sharp, and extremely
useful for hacking one’s way through the jungle
where there was no path, or the track was so overgrown
with creepers, bamboo, bushes, high grass and undergrowth
that it was invisible. Incidentally, I once saw a
powerful Yunnanese take a man’s head right off with
a mâchète, severing the neck as cleanly and neatly as
though it had been a cucumber.

On our flank fell in a company of Tirailleurs Tonkinois,
their uniform, of the same material as ours, consisting of
a kind of vest, shorts, and their own native Muong puttees.
They were bare-footed, and they wore round flat bamboo
hats like plates, held in place by red cotton bonnet-strings.

These men were armed with carbines which took the
same cartridges and bayonets as our own rifles, but were
lighter and shorter weapons.

Out, through the great gates of the palisade—which
ran right round our barracks, fort, store-sheds and various
quarters and buildings, quite a village in itself—out, along
the river bank between the rice-fields, and away into the
jungle, we marched; far away out into the open country.

And through that open country of the Delta we continued
to march, generally over a well-cultivated plain,
with here and there villages nestling in clumps of fine
trees and surrounded by growths of graceful bamboos.
Between the villages, the country was covered with thick
and luxuriant vegetation of brightest green, with very
tall grass, and with patches of dense jungle and forest.
Here and there, small hills broke the usual flatness of the
terrain.

In this country, within a few days’ march of Houi-Bap,
the villages that were occupied were also, in theory,
pacified, and the headman and elders would usually come
out, kow-tow, and produce fruit, betel-nut, sugar-cane,
milk or tea as peace-offerings to the soldiery.

Those that failed to come out were promptly brought
out. For had they not accepted the protection of
Madame la République, and had they not now the privilege
of paying their taxes into her treasury at Phulang-Thuong?

Occasionally we came upon a village which was merely
a charred heap of smoking ruins, this being the work of
the exiled Emperor of Annam’s Viceroy, the Annamese
General De-Nam, and showed that they had refused to
pay taxes to him likewise.

As my friend Doi Linh Nghi pointed out to me, when
we talked in camp at night or on the march, it really was
a little hard on the unfortunate villagers of this “pacified”
zone, that, if they wished to keep the roof over their
heads and the crops on their fields, they had to pay taxes
twice, a toll of rice and money to their late Emperor in
the person of General De-Nam, and also the taxes levied
by the French authorities.

As we got further from our base, the spirit of the
villagers changed, either their courage being greater or
their wisdom less. The gates of the stockades with which
the villages were invariably surrounded, would be barred
and the place would show no signs of life. The Commander
of the column would order the leading section
to pull down the great iron-wood beams which, placed
one above the other, their ends resting in slots cut in the
huge and heavy door-posts, secured the stout resistant
iron-wood doors.

The first of such places that we visited caused us some
annoyance, for, having entered with bayonets fixed,
rifles at the ready, mouths grim, and eyes glaring watchfully,
we found—nothing. The place was absolutely
empty. The villagers had all departed through some
postern in the stockade at the other side of the village
and escaped into the dense jungle beyond, where their
cattle and other worldly goods were already hidden.

Day after day, week after week, we marched; and
now, when approaching villages, were frequently met
with a shower of bullets. In such cases the Commander
would practise the column in attack drill, skirmishing
up to the place and finally carrying it with the bayonet—quite
unopposed. The training was good and the assault
bloodless, the villages invariably being found to be empty.

It must have been policy rather than cowardice or
doubt of the issue that made the Annamese peasants
behave so, for each one of these villages was a strong post
in itself, quite a jungle fort, surrounded as it frequently
was by a deep moat, an embankment, and either a double
or triple stockade of very stout bamboo.

In addition to such obstacles, entry into these jungle
villages must be made by way of a passage through the
embankment and stockades, only sufficiently wide for
the domestic buffalo to make his way when he went
forth to graze in the morning and returned at eventide.

It seemed to me that when we did have to attack one
of these villages, occupied by a well-armed and determined
garrison, we should only capture it at considerable cost,
the narrow entrances being commanded by loop-holes
through which a hot fire could be poured at close range
upon the attacking force.



And, in due course, and not before we were extremely
glad to see it, we reached the distant outpost of Houi-Ninh,
beyond the Meh-Song River which we crossed, one
at a time, by a swinging “bridge” of rattan and bamboo.

At Houi-Ninh my section, under Lieutenant Jacot,
relieved the garrison; was left behind by the departing
column; and remained in occupation until those who had
not died of fever were ready to die of boredom.
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While I and my Section were forgotten here in
Houi-Ninh, things went rather badly with the
French. The enemy, reinforced it was supposed, from
China, became extremely active, over-ran great areas of
the Pacified Zone, re-conquering and occupying the whole
country up to and beyond the River Meh-Song, on the
banks of which our little outpost stood.

The three outposts, on the further side of this river,
of which ours was one, were attacked. Two of them
fell at once, and their garrisons were put to the sword.

Ours was then besieged, was assaulted, and, after a
desperate fight, was overwhelmed. I, thanks to a blow
on the head from a rifle-butt, was stunned and left for
dead.

Coming to my senses, I found myself the sole survivor
of the garrison, alone in the silent post, now tenanted
but by the dead.
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It was a shocking situation, one calculated to unhinge
the mind of any person not inured to horrors. Fortunately
for me, I was not without experience of such.
The fort was a grave, strewn—I had almost said filled—with
the hacked and mutilated bodies of my comrades
and the corpses of those whom they had slain in the fierce
barter of lives.



All that was wrong with me, physically, was an
appalling headache, and a wound which, although it had
at first seemed to me to be a depressed fracture of the
skull, was merely a scalp wound. My thick képi had
saved me from the worst injury, and doubtless the confined
space in which we had been struggling on the cat-walk
had prevented my assailant from doing himself
justice....

Never shall I forget the first awful minutes of recovering
consciousness, when I found myself pinned down,
half-crushed, almost smothered, by the bodies of the
dead.

At first I thought I was myself dead; and then, when
convinced that I was alive, was sure that I was dying,
for I was in hideous pain, and could move neither hand
nor foot.

When, however, I fully recovered consciousness, I
found, after a few mighty heaves and struggles, that I
could sit up ... stand up ... and walk about.

What amazed me was the fact that the fort should be
deserted, almost intact; and I concluded that there
must be some more attractive object to which the pirate
and rebel force had passed on, as soon as our post of
Houi-Ninh had fallen and its garrison been exterminated.

As I staggered round the enceinte, averting my eyes
from the bodies of my comrades—some of which had
been deliberately mutilated—and entered the barrack-room,
store-room and other quarters, I saw that the
place had been looted and wantonly damaged; but there
had been no attempt to set the buildings on fire. Nor
had all the tinned provisions been removed.

I wondered whether policy or haste was the reason for
this only partial destruction; whether the T’uh Muh,
the leader of this horde, had decided that it would be
foolish to destroy a captured fort that might later be
extremely useful to himself; or whether he had been
in too great a hurry to pass on to join General De-Nam
and be in at the death.

I decided that haste was the reason; and that it
accounted for the fact that only a few of the dead had
been mutilated.

Possibly these had fallen, wounded, unable to defend
themselves longer, and had been tortured to death.
Possibly the mutilation was merely a wanton and savage
hacking of the dead by the actual slayers of the fallen
légionnaires whose desperate resistance had enraged them.

There lay Paladino, his khaki uniform dark-stained
with blood from head to foot, his face in death still
wearing its cynical expression, still looking as baffling
and enigmatic as in life.

Near him, lay his friend Lemoine who evidently, back
to back with him, had sold his life as dearly; for about
them was a heaped circle of dacoits, shot, bayoneted,
clubbed, in the last struggle of two against a score.

Old Schenko, veteran of a hundred fights, lay where
he had fallen from the cat-walk, a bullet through his
head.

Near him, savagely slashed and hacked, was the man I
had known as Nul de Nullepart, a hitherto attractive man.

There they lay—my comrades; Paladino, Nul de
Nullepart, Schenko, Pancezys, Gusbert, Richeburg, Van
Diemen, the men who so shortly before had been confessing
each his worst sin (some of which had been pretty
awful); the men with whom I had lived and marched;
eaten and drunk; worked and sung and talked—stiff and
grim and gory in death.

And I felt that the least I could do was to give them
decent burial.

Having stripped, washed, and bathed my head in a
bucket of water, I made coffee, had a meal of cold boiled
rice, tinned meat and biscuit; and then walked round
the cat-walk staring over the wall into the surrounding
jungle, thick, dark and dank, that seemed about to
advance across the little clearing, some forty yards in
width—studded with thousands of little bamboo stakes,
hardened by boiling in castor-oil, and sharpened to a
knife-like point—that lay about three walls of the fort.

Not a sign of a human being.

I thought of the heliograph. It was just possible that
I could get a reply if I flashed it long enough.

Climbing, by way of the inside staircase, to the heliograph
platform on the roof of the high watch-tower, I
found that it had been smashed. What surprised me
was the fact that the tricolour had been left flying, or
rather, drooping, from its mast.

Uncoiling the halyard from the cleat at the mast-foot,
I raised and lowered the flag many times. Should any
far-distant telescope trained upon it, see this movement
of the flag, it would be known that something was wrong
at the fort of Houi-Ninh.

I could do nothing more in that way, and I must get
to work.

For the next hour or two I laboured like a horse between
shafts, seizing the feet of each dead dacoit and
dragging him behind me, through the gate, and out
across the clearing into the jungle.

This work was not as difficult as it was horrible; and,
before long, I had cleared the fort of the bodies of its
invaders.

This done, I shut the big iron-wood gates and dropped
the steel bar into place. I had had some compunction
about opening these, but as the enemy had completely
departed, it seemed safe to do so; and, in any case, if
there were another attack upon the place, it would be
completely impossible for me to hope to defend it alone.
In these days of machine-guns, rifle-grenades, and “pineapple”
bombs thrown by hand, one légionnaire might do
a good deal from a fort wall, against such an enemy.
But, at that time, it would have been merely a case of a
man with a rifle and bayonet against hundreds, perhaps
thousands, equally well-armed. So it really mattered
little whether the gates were open or shut.

I then, wearing only my boots and a pair of cotton
shorts, began to dig. Fortunately the ground inside the
fort was soft; and, by swinging mightily with a pick,
and then putting my back into it with the long-handled
French army shovel, I made good progress.

Had I had unlimited time, I would have dug a grave
for each of my comrades. As it was, I should have to be
content to dig one big grave six feet wide and long enough
to take them all—in three or four tiers.

With intervals for rest and food, I worked all day, in
spite of the heat and a splitting headache; for I had a
great feeling of urgency, apart from the fact that, in that
climate, the sooner burial follows death, the better.
Unless I did this I could not possibly stay in the fort, and
I could not drag my comrades out to be devoured by
vultures and wild beasts.

I must undoubtedly have had a pretty savage clout
on the head, for I distinctly remember that, at one time,
when throwing heavy spadefuls of earth up out of the
deepening grave, I thought I was on the slag-laden lighter
in Valparaiso harbour; that lighter in which I had done
the hardest and heaviest labour that I ever did in my life,
shovelling the slag, heavy as lead, into great baskets for
the ballasting of the ship Valkyrie. I also remember
thinking that the vultures that settled on the walls of
the fort, and eyed me, were the men of my Watch who,
instead of helping with the cruel, heavy work, took a
spell and loafed—watching.

It was well for me that I was strong beyond the ordinary
and inured to the hardest of labour.

That evening I rested for a couple of hours, and then
began work again, closing my ears, as I did so, to the
sounds that came across the clearing, from where leopards
and other wild beasts disputed over the bodies of the slain
dacoits.



By moonlight I buried my comrades, carrying each to
the edge of the grave, lifting him down into it, and
disposing him as well as I could.

It is not a night that I willingly look back upon; but
I am glad that I did what I did, my only regret being that
I had to place them all in the one grave, row upon row,
like sardines in a box.

When I had finished, and filled the grave in, I carried
stones and laid them in an oblong upon the tamped earth.
In the midst of the stones I planted a rough cross, formed
by nailing a length of packing-case to a wooden post;
and on the short arm of the cross I printed, as neatly as I
could, with indelible pencil, the usual

Morts sur le Champ d’Honneur.

And on the upright of the cross I wrote their names.



Well, I had done my best, and if France cared to do
better, she would have the opportunity.

§3
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My work finished, I threw myself down on my string-and-frame
bed and instantly fell asleep. I had intended
to think out the problem of my line of conduct, and
decide what should be my next step; but I must have
been asleep by the time my head touched the bag of
straw that was my pillow.

When I awoke it was evening. I had slept all day.
Going out into the court-yard and walking round the
fort, I realized that nothing had happened.

There was the tidy grave as I had left it. There were
the little heaps of kerosene-soaked torches lying on the
cat-walk beneath each embrasure of the wall, just as they
had been left, all ready for use at night. The bamboo
ladders were in place, and so far as I could see, neither
man, beast nor bird had crossed the wall.

Having climbed the cat-walk and slowly circumambulated
the fort, carefully studying the green wall of the
jungle as I did so, I returned to the chambrée for a meal.

As I boiled the water for my coffee, I realized that I
must come to a decision and stick to it.

Once I had made up my mind, there must be no shilly-shallying;
and I must make it up soon.

I must decide whether to go or to stay.

My earliest inclination had been towards the former
course.

Certainly I must stay, otherwise what should I be doing
but deserting my post?

That, at first, seemed obvious. Just as the garrison
of yesterday would have remained where they were and
defended the fort to the last, so must I. The principle
was the same, whether the garrison consisted of a hundred
men or of one.

But would Lieutenant Jacot, had he known what was
happening, have remained here, in view of the fact that
all three outposts on the far side of the Meh-Song River
must be cut off, and were of necessity abandoned to their
fate, by reason of the fact that big rebel armies were
between them and their base?

Since the little outposts must inevitably go, need their
tiny garrisons perish with them?

I came to the conclusion that, had it been possible to
withdraw and retire, he would have done so.

Once we were surrounded by a hundred times our
number, he had no choice but to remain.

My position was different. The siege was raised; the
enemy gone; and I, a single individual, might very well
be able to make my way back along the route by which
the compagnie de marche had come from Houi-Bap,
should I decide to do so.

And what good could I do by remaining? Obviously
I couldn’t defend the place. And though fine phrases
about Keeping the Flag Flying and Defending the Place
to the Last sounded very well, the flag would fly by
itself all-right, and I couldn’t defend the place for five
seconds if the returning hordes attacked it.

Nor would anything be gained by giving the impression
that the place was once more fully garrisoned. Even if
the ruse were successful, it would not impress the Black
Flags in the least. They knew perfectly well that they
could take the place, as they had done before, by sheer
weight of numbers; and the question of the strength
of the defending force would not interest them in the
least.

No; one man could do nothing at all in Fort Houi-Ninh.
He would be absolutely useless.

If I stayed, I should be completely idle and worthless
if the place were not attacked, and promptly killed if it
were.

And there was another consideration. If I stayed
there alone in that haunted place, I should go mad.

Summing up the pros and cons, I came to the conclusion
that the sensible thing to do was to go where
both I and my information would be of some value,
and not to remain where both would be perfectly
useless.

The decision made, I started to put it into execution.

I would rest until my head felt better, eat and drink
plentifully of what provisions the looters had not taken
or destroyed, and regain strength for the long march
that I was going to undertake to rejoin my Company at
Houi-Bap, if I might do so.

I could there give an account of what had happened
on the far side of the Meh-Song River, and resume my
place in my Company....

Having rested, I would tidy the place thoroughly,
leave it all ship-shape, lock up and fasten the gates, let
myself down over the wall, and march off.

Unfortunately I could not do so with the honours of
war, carrying arms, drums beating, and flags flying. I
had no arms to carry, the dacoits having, of course, taken
every rifle and bayonet with them. There was no one
to beat the drum; the honours were doubtful, as my side
had been defeated; and the only comfort was that the
flag still flew over the fort.

And, curiously enough, it was a real comfort. It
seemed to promise that we should return, and that my
comrades, advance-guard in the Army of Civilization,
would not have died in vain.

Apart from the fact of being unarmed in enemy country,
and passing through a jungle swarming with dangerous
beasts and more dangerous savages, it was extraordinary
how lost I felt without my rifle. I really think I could
have marched better with my right hand occupied and
encumbered with its familiar weight.

On the other hand, I was for the first time in
my marching experience, glad of heavy extra weight—that
of food—as, before lowering myself and dropping
from the fort wall, I had thrown over as many
tins of meat and sardines, and as much biscuit as I
thought I could carry in addition to the mass of cold
boiled rice with which I had stuffed a haversack to
bursting.

I had also filled a couple of bidons with half a gallon of
wine. Of water there would be no lack.

It was a nightmare march. Time after time I was
terrified almost to death, especially in the hours of
darkness when unseen forms moved about me in the
jungle; when I heard the sound of following feet; when
twigs cracked under the weight of approaching man or
animal; when I saw the gleam of twin orbs and momentarily
expected to be smashed to the ground by a springing
leopard.

By day things were not so bad. Time after time I
dived from the track into dense jungle, and lay hidden,
as parties of men who might have been villagers, pirates,
wayfaring pedlars, dacoits, scouts, brigands or wandering
Chinese soldiers, came in sight.

Over the greatest fright of all, I still smile.

One morning I awoke, stiff, aching, foot-sore and
miserable, from a short dawn sleep among the roots of a
great tree.

Rising to my feet, I was about to force my way through
the undergrowth on to the path, when I was alarmed by a
most terrific crashing clatter. It was so near, so loud
and so intimidating that my heart stood still. It was a
strange noise too, for I had heard nothing quite like it,
and could assign it to no known and reasonable cause.
It was almost as though all the slates were falling off
a house on to the stones of a court-yard—which was a
quite impossible phenomenon in that uninhabited green
hell. It was as though coolies on a ship were slinging
stacks of crockery down on to a quay, which was equally
absurd. It was as though a thousand small boys were
shattering cakes of toffee with hammers, an improbable
event in the heart of the Annamese jungle. And the
sound seemed to come from all round.

Hastening to escape, I came upon the cause of it.
Two gigantic tortoises were fighting on the path.

Really, a dozen men armed with swords and shields
could hardly have made more noise. With the anger of
fright I cursed the beasts from the bottom of my heart.
They were not noticeably affected thereby.



And one day I heard distant rifle-fire. Not only the
sustained din, rising and falling, of independent firing,
but the regular crashes of the tir de salve or volleys;
and knew that I was within a short distance of French
troops.

Scouting forward with the utmost care, I found, to my
unspeakable joy, that a compagnie de marche of Tirailleurs
Tonkinois was skirmishing with a band of Black Flags
into whom they had bumped on patrol.

Luckily for me, I was on the flank of the Black Flag
force, and could make my way past them to within
shouting-distance of the opposite flank of the French
firing line.

Luckily also, I was in full Legion uniform, otherwise I
should have run an excellent chance of being shot by my
own side.

A French non-commissioned officer of Tirailleurs Tonkinois
having briefly questioned me, took me to his
officer who, having heard my story, offered me his
congratulations on my escape, it having been assumed
at Houi-Bap that there were no survivors of the three
forts on the far side of the Meh-Song River.

To my great pleasure, my friend Doi Linh Nghi was on
this patrol, his task being the gathering of information
from the villagers. These could be divided into two
classes, those who feared the French more than they did
the Annamese General, De-Nam; and those who feared
the Annamese General De-Nam more than they did the
French authorities.

Of the former but few were left alive in this area; and
of those who were, the majority were homeless fugitives.
It was from these that the Doi got his information concerning
the movements of the rebel parties.

Those whose terror of General De-Nam was greater
than their fear of us, had saved their lives and their
villages, by giving the rebels every assistance in their
power; rightly arguing that, whatever punishment the
French might inflict upon them for this, it would not be
wholesale slaughter after hideous torture.

Some of the sights I saw in the villages that had not
been amenable to the dacoit leader were horrible beyond
telling. I did not imagine that human beings could
be such bestial brutish devils as those must have been
who had so tortured and mutilated the victims they were
about to murder.

The principal leader of the band operating in this
particular part of the country was a former ly-truong, or
sub-prefect, named De-Nha of whom much more anon.



With the patrol I returned to Houi-Bap, reported to
Captain Bonnier of my Company, and was taken before
the Officer Commanding the garrison, now a small Brigade
consisting of a battalion of the Legion; a battalion of
Tirailleurs Tonkinois; a mixed battalion of the Biff, as
we called the French regular troops of the line; a company
of Infanterie de Marine; and a battery of mountain
artillery.

Somewhat to my relief, this officer took the view that I
had done a sensible thing in endeavouring to rejoin my
Company, and that it would have been merely foolish to
sit down and do nothing in an empty and abandoned
fort until I starved to death, went mad, or died of fever.

In point of fact, he said, orders had been sent to the
officers commanding all three posts, to blow them up and
retire, but the orders had never reached them. So swift
and sudden had been the incursion of the Chinese bands,
the assembling of General De-Nam’s pirates and dacoits,
and the universal uprising of the “pacified” districts,
that all patrols, pickets, and outposts had been cut off
and destroyed.

Being an emaciated fever-stricken wreck, a poor pitiable
object, looking far worse than I felt, I was sent to
hospital and then put on light duty.


CHAPTER IV
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It was at about this time that I had the good or bad
fortune to come in contact with the famous Captain
Deleuze, doyen of the Military Intelligence Service in
Indo-China....

One day I was talking to my Annamese friend, the Doi
Linh Nghi, at the door of his hut, in the street of the
village of Houi-Bap, that had grown up in the vicinity of
the Fort of the same name. The Doi was seated cross-legged
on the ground.

Suddenly he sprang to his feet and saluted, as a shadow
passed across us. Looking round, I saw that an officer,
in Legion khaki, somewhat stained, was standing,
apparently listening to our conversation.

He was a small, dark, rather sallow-faced man, about
whom there was nothing remarkable—with the exception
of his eyes. These were extraordinarily bright, clear, and
piercing; save when, deliberately, he made them appear
dull and lifeless, a thing that, apparently, he could do at
will.

What it was about his eyes that gave this impression
and expression of alertness, watchfulness and penetration,
I do not know; but it was probably partly due to the
fact that the iris was curiously pale, varying from a kind
of Cambridge blue to an indescribable light hue that was
scarcely any colour at all.

When he spoke, one noticed another peculiarity, his
voice being extraordinarily soft, low, and quiet, but at
the same time perfectly audible. I believe that I never
failed to hear what he said to me, and yet it seemed that
he always whispered.

Save for these two slight peculiarities, he was in
appearance most ordinary and insignificant, a man to
whom one would not give a second glance or second
thought, unless it were to wonder how so completely
commonplace a person, one so lacking in presence, distinction
and soldierly appearance and carriage, should
have been an officer at all.

But not only was Captain Deleuze an officer, he was a
very fine one indeed, one of the best in the French army
of his day, and worth almost a Brigade to the General
commanding the army of Indo-China.

I sprang to attention and saluted him.

“Ah!” he whispered in French with a quiet smile,
“plotting great things with a Sergeant of Annamese
Tirailleurs, are you? What language were you talking?”

“His, mon Capitaine.”

“So I thought; and that is as it should be. Why
shouldn’t every soldier of France, serving in Tonking,
learn the language and talk it to les indigènes instead of
letting them grunt horrible ‘pidgin’ French at them?
I suppose you never allow the Sergeant to talk French to
you, do you?”

“Oui, mon Capitaine, I do. It is part of the bargain.
He teaches me Annamese, and I’m teaching him French.”

“Ah! There’s some sense in that. Teaching him
proper, grammatical, French, are you? And he is teaching
you proper, grammatical, Annamese?”

“Oui, mon Capitaine. That is how it goes. He
wishes to qualify as an Interpreter.”

Captain Deleuze smiled.

“Oh. He does, does he?”

I did not then know that the Doi was a very valuable
agent, assistant and spy in the service of Captain Deleuze.

“And are you learning to use the honorific as well as the
ordinary? Can you handle the tao and toi properly?”
he asked.

“I am learning, mon Capitaine, though it’s a difficult
language, as, apparently, there is no grammar, not to
mention an alphabet.”

Captain Deleuze smiled again.

“I know,” he said.

So did I, for, until recently, I had been very dissatisfied
with my progress, finding the Annamese language infinitely
more difficult than Arabic. This is not remarkable,
inasmuch as it is, like Chinese, made up of an
enormous number of small noises, groups of which contain
sounds so like each other that it takes not only training,
but very careful attention, to distinguish any difference
between them.

Time after time, for example, Doi Linh Nghi would say
to me,

“No, I didn’t say binh. Listen; I said binh,” apparently
making precisely the same sound. Or,

“No, you are saying adhow di, whereas you mean
adhow di,” or,

“If you mean ‘peasant’, ‘countryman’, the word is
nhaque not nhaque. Understand?”

No, I didn’t understand. I simply could not hear any
difference, and at times I despaired of ever speaking
Annamese correctly.

This very day, just before Captain Deleuze had spoken
to me, Doi Linh Nghi had just insisted that if I thought
I was using the word ‘home,’ I had better say phteah, and
not make the barbarous noise, something like phteah,
which I had just uttered....

“Tell me. Of what nationality are you?” asked Captain
Deleuze, addressing me in Annamese, and properly
referring to himself as tao, the form appropriate to a
superior addressing an inferior.

“Give me some account of your life up to the time you
joined the Legion,” he continued in Annamese.

I replied to the best of my ability in the same language,
and using the toi self-reference which is correct when an
inferior addresses a superior.

“Why, that’s pretty good. That marches,” he said,
when I had finished. “Positively fluent. Are you a
student of languages?”

“No, mon Capitaine,” I replied. “I can pass for an
Arab, and have done so in the sacred city of Mecca; and
I can speak French quite fluently. I know no other
languages.”

“Well, you are on the high road to knowing Annamese,
mon enfant; and with English, French, Arabic and
Annamese to your credit, I think we could do something
with you. Yes. Positively I almost think we could
nearly do something with you.... Meet me here at
this time to-morrow evening.”

And turning on his heel as I saluted, he passed along
on his way to the Fort.



On the following evening, being off duty, I strolled
down to Doi Linh Nghi’s reed-thatched caigna for my
usual hour’s Annamese conversation-lesson, sitting and
chatting while an aged hag (who was not his wife), perhaps
his girl-friend and perhaps his mother, cooked his rice,
which, with dried fish and green local vegetables, she
would bring him on a brass platter, with perhaps a handful
of fresh-water prawns on a banana leaf.

This Doi Linh Nghi would eat while we talked, a thing
that at first surprised me, as I was under the impression
that no “native”, be his religion what it might, cared to
sit and eat in the presence of a person of some other race
and creed.
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