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THE UNDEFEATED





IT IS kind of you to remember Radetski. Nobody else remembers me. Almost I have forgotten myself, because look—it is thirty-one years since I fight last time. Ninteen hundred nine, San Francisco, when I beat O’Kelly the Irish Wild Man. Only then they pay me, I think, one thousand dollars. I am not a hundred times worse than I was: only old. They tell me: “You get two pounds if you win, thirty shilling if you lose.” So I have got to win, because I just got to have two pounds for tomorrow in the morning.


Thank you, no. No, I am not broke. I have got some little jobs. I am with Professor Black, in Black’s Academy—boxing, wrestling, physical culture. I help. I show them some tricks. Also I give massage—real old-fashion wrestlers’ massage, with the elbow—eeyuh, up the back. I get along, thank you. You are kind to ask. I look all right, eh? You would say maybe fifty—not sixty, anyway, eh? This nice shirt is my sixtieth birzday present; and look—you see here these letters, J.R.? That is my initials, Jan Radetski. I want you, please, to take a drink with me, just one small drink of beer. At eight o’clock I have got to go. I am happy. I have won my fight. I have got what I want. I had got to have two pounds, but it is not for me and not because I am broke. I have got to buy something for a surprise…. Look. I have got initials on my handkerchief, too. Nice? Do not worry, please: he scratch my nose. It is nothing. Professor Hammer-schlager, in New York, he broke my nose, and it was still nothing. So I want you, please, to have a drink with me because I am all right. I am very happy.


If you please, two small beers.


*


I am a middle-age man: sixty. I am a fighter since I am a boy of fifteen. Forty-five year. Yes, I begin to wrestle with my brother in Kalvarea, in Poland, when I am twelve. (My brother died at Tannenberg, in the marshes.) A manager found me. “Come,” he said. “I teach you, I build you. I make you big, rich, and famous.” What have I to lose? At eighteen I have to be a soldier. I think: Like this maybe I send my mother some dough. And I go away. I never say good-bye. When I got some money, a few roubles, I send them. I never see my mother again. And for forty-five years, I do not know how it feels to sit down, to put the feet up to rest, and to say: “I am at home, in my home, in my own place.”


You think of forty-five years. Maybe thirty of them years I spend travelling—um, yes, just moving—carts, carriages, railway trains, in boats, and on my two feet. I have been in every town in the world, maybe; but not for long. A week in Warsaw—then off, to Lodz. A day in Lodz—then away to Vilna. A week in Cracow, a week in Bucharest, a day in Galatz, a week in Odessa, an hour in Moscow … and away, away, hundreds of miles, thousands of miles, right East to Vladivostock which is on the Sea of Japan, and West again, to Budapest, to Prague, to Vienna, to Berlin, to Paris. I am telling you, there is no rest and no peace. I go North, to Copenhagen; South, to Barcelona, to Naples, to Tunis. And all the time I am getting bigger and stronger, and learning more, and fighting all the time, and beating men.


You have said yourself that you had a picture of me. You remember? I wear my silver belt; only then I have a big moustache, to be in the fashion. And under the picture, you remember? The Undefeated Radetski. It is not fake, but true. I never lie down. There are times when I can make more being beaten, but I will not be beaten. It is the one thing that stays with me, this name, Undefeated. And I am telling you that somehow, I do not know how, but somehow, God would give me something, some strength, so that always I would win. A man has got to have something, With me, it was a name. Money? Yes, I always make money then. But what have I to do with money? I lend it, I spend it; I eat it, I lose it. I do not care.


If I had met Hackenschmidt, then with the help of God I should have beat Hackenschmidt. If I had met Gotch, then I should not have lost to him either. Only I miss those two fine fighters, because my manager takes me to America, where the big money is, and I make a tour, and wrestle there, and get famous. There is a paper called Ring, You know Ring? They have a picture of me one, two years ago, and somebody has writ a story about me, and how I fight Panchiavelli for two hours until he gives up. It is a thick paper, with coloured pictures on the cover.


Shall I tell you something? Only just now I am learning to read. It is true. Some learn at six. Some learn at sixty. For a certain reason I have just got to learn reading right now. Maybe later I tell you about that.


But I say: I beat Panchiavelli, and it is in all the newspapers. One calls me ‘The Russian Bear’, though I am a Pole, and not a Russian. Another calls me ‘The Blond Bone-Crusher’ … for then my hair was kind of yellow, though now I must shave it off when I am afraid the grey will show. And all the women fell in love with me. Yes, I am not boasting. I have nothing to boast, with women, I say—I was very young and handsome: that itself is enough for women to love a man. More—I was very young, I was making big money, and I was in the papers. Women used to come to my hotel to watch me eat. Once, when I throw down the stump of a cigar—do not laugh—or yes, laugh if you like—a lady pick it up and put it to keep in her purse. It is I who tell you that this is so. As women now love film actors, so, then women loved me.


But I did not very much love women: only a few, just a little. I had everything I wanted and I had nothing I wanted. When I am alone in my hotel, I look down and I see this New York City, and it is like something, from so high up, something at the bottom of a hole, a pit … wis people like bugs, and street cars like maggots, so small, so far away … and everything just so, and the town made in blocks, like cheese…. I find I think of home, I mean, where I was born, a kid, in Kalvarea.


“There is no place,” I say, “where I can put up my feet to rest upon my own furniture, with my own woman sitting maybe sewing somezings at the fire, and it might be a nice big dog.” And I say, “By the Lord I find me a woman to marry.” So, I find a girl which she is called Helga; a fine, beautiful girl, half a Swede and half a Pole; and I walk out with Helga maybe one week, and I ask her to marry with me, and she says, “Yes”, and I say, “When I come back”. “What?” she says, “You going away?” And I tell her how I got to go making a tour, all round the country, wrestling here, wrestling there, so as to keep my promises, my contracts, and so as I shall have a big lot of money when I get back. I have already in my pockets three thousand five hundred dollar, so I give it to her, and say, “Hold it, Helga. Keep it, so it will be here when I come back”. And she kiss me, and cry, and say, “Yes, Jan, I do just like you say”.


And I go away, and I wrestle. I go North, right as far as Montreal, and I go South, right down to Florida; I go to Washington, and I go all over the dam place. I wrestle fights—I am saying to you that old men still talk with their kids and their kids’ kids about me. The Undefeated Radetski … how I beat Abe Silver in Denver … Killer McArthur in Spokane … yes, all that. And it is being said that I must make a fight for the World Title—grapple Zbyszko, the Terrible Turk, and everybody. Only I am thinking how all I want to do is, make peace, make a good home, make kids, and I for the first and the last time in all my life become mean with my money. I save myself up fifteen thousand dollar, and I go back to New York City and I look for Helga. But where is Helga? It is the summer-time: where is the snow? It is the daylight: where is the moon? Where is Helga?


They call me, after that Jumbo Radetski, because it is in a saloon in a place called the Bronx, and I push the bar right over like an elephant. For of what good was fifteen thousand dollars then? Money! Paper! I go mad like a dog. I fight, I drink. I play a little with dice and horses. Then I am matched against Doc Mallet, and the betting is five to one upon me, Radetski. And there comes to me a little tiny man in a stripy suit of clothes and says: “Radetski. You wanna make ten grand?” “What is this, ten grand?” “Ten thousand dollars.”


“Sure I want to make ten thousand dollars,” I say. And this little man says: “Take a tumble after the first twenty minutes.” “You mean?” “Kiss the mat.” “You mean I must lose?” “You finally got me,” he said. I pick him up and I shake him a little, and I throw him about a bit, and I take him to the door and I pitch him down eleven stairs, and I say, “Bah!” He says, “Radetski, they will find you in a sewer for this.” But I take no notice, and I fight Doc Mallet, and I pin him in twenty-seven minutes. And so, that is that. Then I am going into my hotel, and I see a stripy suit, and I hear something go pan!—wiss a light—and there is a pain, and I cough, and I am in hospital, shot through the lung. And I lie there ten weeks before they let me go away, and by that time I am sick, and I am thin, and there is another wrestler in the papers, and they have no time for poor old Radetski, undefeated.


So, I go here. I go there. I eat up my money dollar by dollar. I get weaker. I get poorer. And comes there a day when I have nothing but one dollar and sixty-five cents, and no more. It is then that I met a lady which she was called Yetta van Thaler—a big, rich widow-woman, wiss I believe forty-seven million dollars in cash, from tinned pigs, and she has fallen in love with me, and wants to marry with me. But I say No. She says Yes. I think: “Ah, what? You are finished with the wrestling, Radetski. You are no longer a man to work for five, ten, fifteen dollar a week. What is there left for you?” So I say Yes, too, and I marry with Mrs. van Thaler-Radetski, a name which sounds like noble.


And for three month, maybe four, I am her husband. She speak to me like to a dog, no, a servant. And I say, “Yes’m”—for I am ashamed. It is she who has money to support me; not me who buys the food and pays for the rent. So I do everything she says for me to do; come here, go there, wear such-and-such clothes … and I begin, yes—forgive me, God!—Radetski begins to be a slave, like a black boy that you once could buy. Why not? I had been bought, so I was her property. If she insult me, I say, “Yes’m”, and I feel my face go hot, and I am ashamed.


And this go on three months, four. Then comes a night which she and I we are to go to a dinner in a restaurant where there is all of New York City. She is quarrelling at me that night, and I sit beside her, and in a mirror wiss gold around it and an eagle on top of it, I see my face … shaved like she wants me to be shaved, with a collar like she likes, with a white tie which she has chosen, with a suit with silk lapels, which she has picked for me … and in here, right inside here, I feel sick at myself. I forget where I am. I sit and stare. And Mrs. van Thaler says, in a tiny whisper, “Remember who pays for the clothes you wear and the food you eat.”


And my manhood—thank you, God!—comes back. And right there I stand up, and I say: “Yes’m. The food I eat is yours, and all I have is yours, while you pay for it.” And I tear off first the white tie, and throw it down; then the collar; then the stiff shirt wiss the diamond studs—the coat, the vest, even the pants and the shoes—and I stand in my underclose, and throw down all I am wearing, and say, “Take them back. They are yours. You paid for them. I am no longer yours. Good-bye. We divorce!”


And I take a taxi to a friend, Polacek, and I borrow from him a suit too small for me, and I go to the sea, and there is a ship, and I am hired to stoke the fires.


And so I go away from America.


I stay down there, with the coals and the fires. It is I who tell you that though I was black from head to foot like a nigger, I am all the same no longer a slave; and I swing the coals into the fires, by God, and I sing. For it is I who earn the bread that I eat. And I go to Liverpool, and I get more boats, and I go to Australia, to Montevideo, all over the world. There is no more money. There is no more women. For what woman loved a man when he is here today and tomorrow—gone?


Sometimes I think about this and that; of Helga. It is many years that have passed away. “Now,” I say to myself, “Helga is old, maybe fat. Maybe she is with a home, and has made plenty fine kids, and is comfortable and well and happy. Maybe … God knows that. I hope she is happy in a nice house with a decent man.” For it is not of the dollars I think. I only think how maybe me and Helga could have been all right together; in one place. … How maybe if it is not for Helga, I am not a wandering Jew—I am a good Catholic—without a home and a place.


I wrestle no more. Somehow, there is no time or place. Wrestling is forgotten. When Hackenschmidt goes, wrestling goes. Now, it is all boxing. The men in the streets talk no more of Yukio Tani, of the Terrible Turk, of Roeber, or anybody like me. They speak of glove-fighters. The Germans make war. My brother dies in Tannenberg—it is only by an accident that I hear. I am all alone. I stoke little ships, sweeping mines in the North Sea; make good wages; lend them and spend them. The war is over, I find I am getting older, a little. I want to have ground under my feet again, for I am from farms. I look for work ashore. There is little enough. I manage, working here and there. Once I get ill with pneumonia. There is nobody to say “Poor old Radetski”. Only one nurse in a hospital. I look at her. She is not pretty, but young. I see myself: getting old, with nothing to show. I think maybe I could have loved this nurse. Then I laugh at myself and say: “You, Radetski, are getting silly, so that you think you love everybody who will put a cool hand on your head when you are sick. Away, away, Radetski. Live and die alone. It is your own bed that you have made. Lie there, my friend, and let the heaven fall.”


All these years, all these long silly years, I keep for myself only one thing; my name, which is The Undefeated Radetski. You have seen it on a picture.


*


I go to live in a room in a little house near the River. I have a little job, where I work now, in Black’s Academy. He would pay me more, Professor Black, only he, also, must struggle. People come to him who wish to be strong—weak men who can never be strong men; cowards who wish to learn some little tricks of defence. For what is this strange thing that makes a man a coward? I do not understand. For what is there to fear? What is there that can happen to a man? He may die. Many times I have seen The Old Man, I mean death, and have not cared.


So I live. I have a little room by the River, and there is a gas-fire, and a ring for my kettle to make coffee, and a bed to sleep on, and a table. What more does a man need? I will tell you. He needs that there should be somebody, some one body, who he will die for. He needs that there should be one person who will die, if necessary, for him. What you call love. This, with four walls, is enough. I have nobody.


In the next room to mine there lives somebody who I do not ever see. I think it is an old woman. Or maybe it is a young girl. I do not know, so cannot care. So. One evening I hear something bump the floor, and there is a little cry. I knock on the door and say, “Please forgive me. I hear a kind of noise, and I think maybe I can be of assistance.” It is an old lady trying to move a big trunk. I say, “Oh, Ma’am, please, I beg …” and I pick up the trunk. It is nothing: maybe ninety pounds, but she is astonish like I had picked up the house on my back. “You are strong,” she says. “Thank God,” I say. Then I tell her that I am Radetski, and she says, “Oh, yes”—though she has never before heard the name. Her name, she tells me, is Miss Craven.


She is perhaps as old as me, but being, poor lady, a woman, looks a little older, for all her hair is white as snow, and she has got just a little tiny bit what you could call fat. She is a lady. She has travelled. She has been in Poland, in Russia, and in Sweden. Also France. She is a great teacher, for she has earned her living teaching the daughters of Lords and Princesses how to be ladies—embroidering, speaking French, dancing perhaps, how to read books, what books it is right for ladies to read, adding up figures. And now she is too old to teach any more. A great family of Russia has given her a pension, but the family is all finished, and she must support herself. Yet she does so. She is clever, this lady. She makes letters in embroidery. Yeahs, not only can she read and write: she can write in embroidery on cloth. This is pretty damn fine.


She ask me to have a cup of tea. Me, I hate tea: I like coffee. But I drink six weak cups, weaker and weaker, for there is not much in the house. Then I ask her if she maybe let me fix her table, for one leg is shaking. I fix that easy. She sees I have a little rough bit in my collar. “Bring in the shirt and I fix that,” she says. I bring in the shirt. She not only turn the collar round, but you know what she does? She fix me my initial, R, in red silk, on the chest, right here! By God!


Then I say to her, “Ma’am. Do not, please, take it as I wish to become fresh, that I am impudent. But I am all alone; you are all alone. It is lovely for me to hear you talking to me. Maybe Friday evening we walk out to drink tea and maybe see a nice picture?” She tells me Yes; so we go, and I buy her tea and cream-cakes, and we go and see a picture about love with a fair-haired girl whose name I forget and a dark actor called James something; and we walk back. And I am telling you that there comes down upon me a sort of a, kind of a peacefulness. I do not feel, now, that I want to go away all the time. I do not feel sorry for anything. Once, when I am working, she has come into my room and fixed me some ribbons on my curtains. Compliment for compliment! Once, when she is out, I go into her room and make her a kettle on the ring, and put on a plate, all in a ring, a lot of fine biscuits I get from the French shop up West. She mends me some clothes. I fix her some things. She crochet me a tie. I build her a little mahogany stand for needles and cotton, pretty smart.


Then, after two-three months, one day I catch her crying. Nobody wants her to do no more work for them, and she is worrying about it, because this is all she can do. And then I put my hand on her hand and I say this:


“Ma’am,” I say. “Do not be offended at what I am going to say to you. We arc good friends. Do not be mad if I say to you that neither you nor I are the lively young men and girls we once have been. Dear lady, we are getting on; we are getting old. All my life I have been wandering here and there. For forty-five years I have had no place to call my own place; nothing of home. Good, kind lady—you, also, have lived your years in other women’s homes, with other women’s children; just the same as I have lived in hotels, and board-houses, and rooms like these we live in now. If we had met when everything was different and everybody was younger, then we might have made together a home, and a family. But this was not God’s will. No, it was not God’s will that we should meet until now, when we are both old. But now, dear ma’am, good friend, we need each other maybe even more than we did then, for we are both old, and alone among strangers. Let us be together until we die, for I have never met anybody who I could have loved half as much as I love you. We are old, now, and can only be dear friends and close companions; good comrades; you helping me and I helping you. But that, also, is a very fine thing. By God’s help I shall look after you all the days of your life. I am not the Radetski who pulled down Panchiavelli—and yet I am the same Radetski who swears upon the head of his father to love and cherish you.”


And she cried, and we kissed each other upon the forehead, and were married at the Church of Saint Mary. That was nearly one year ago. She is happy. I am happy. Together we are double happy. We make for each other little surprises. She got me this tie I am wearing. A pretty damn fine tie. For my sixtieth birzday, she get me this shirt, with my initials on it: that she do herself. Her eyes have got bad: it is the embroidery she used to have to do. Now she don’t have to do nothing. But I make a little surprise. I am learning how to read; so one day I shall get hold of a book she likes reading, and read it out to her.


The other day, I ask her what she want for her birzday. We are out quietly walking. There is a big store of ladies’ nonsense, and I can see that she has set her fancy on a silly thing—a sort of a purse, or a bag, with a tiny umbrella that fits in underneaz it, and a pair of gloves to match; all in black. I say, “You like that?” She say, “It is nice.” I say, “Okay, my friend. You shall have it for your birzday.” See? She laugh a bit, because she think I make a little joke, because this thing cost two pound fifteen shillings. I have already got saved fifteen shilling for a surprise. So now I must get two pound, ten dollar. So I go to the man Humphries and I tell him that I am the Undefeated Radetski, and that I will fight one more fight. He offer me a pound. I say I got to have two. He say thirty shillings. I say, “No.” I just got to have two pound.” And he promise to pay me two pound if I win, thirty shilling if I lose. You have seen me fight this night. Did I lose? No. I have won, and I am still the Undefeated.


And here, in this pocket, I have two pounds and fifteen shillings. Tomorrow, I go buy the purse with the umbrella and the gloves. And next Sunday I get up in the middle of the night, while she sleep, and put them on the table, so she will wake up and see them on Monday, when she was born.


She will be pleased. She will cry, she will be so pleased. Then I shall be pleased. I have to go home now. Thank you for remembering Radetski. Thank you—there is nothing in the world I want. Everything is good. Life is pretty damn fine; so fine I am sorry for everybody else in the world. I am very happy.


God bless you and good night.



















THE TEN OLD TIGERS





“YOU may crush men like grapes in a wine-press”, said Captain Victor Ix. “Trample all the sweetness out of them—stamp them down until they look like a flat, downtrodden mass of rubbish. You can do that. But don’t forget one thing: out of the smashed remains of the grape-harvest, my friend, brandy is distilled. Not much of it, but potent. And one whiff of good brandy carries with it the character and the quality of the whole ravaged vineyard. Do you understand me? Men are like that. Squeeze a nation! Smash it and flatten it and twist out of it the last drop of its blood. But listen: out of the trodden-out debris of the people, there comes a strong and a vital spirit. Yes. It is there, fermenting, growing strong! Ha! Out of the agony of the grapes comes the glory of the wine. Out of the agony of the people comes the glory of the nation.


“You can squash out the external appearance of a grape, but in doing this you give it an ultimate magnificence. It is like that with a man. A man on his own is a soft thing that spoils easily—like a grape! The press and the dark cellar bring out the undying spirit of the grape—as of a man!


“I am a Frenchman. I am one of the trampled grapes. But it is I who am telling you that even at this moment, in the dark, there is going on a stir, a ferment. And drip … drip … drip … drop by drop, there is gathering the rare, biting, imprisoned hot spirit of my people.


“Look here. I have been beaten like washing in a stream. I have been chewed up like grass. But it was I who went out to die with the Ten Old Tigers.”


And Captain Victor Ix raised a glass of English bitter, and said, in a deep and resonant voice: “The Ten Old Tigers and the greater glory of France!” He gulped the beer; pulled a face. “Listen”, he said:


*


“I do not need to tell you much about our retreat.” It was a débâcle and a crash. To my dying moment I shall carry in my nostrils the smell of that defeat—a smell, my friend, of doom: of high-explosive smoke mixed with petrol and burnt oil and dust and ashes. That was the smell of the Boche advance. They came on like driver-ants in a jungle, over heaps of their own dead. The tanks roared like devils. It was like seeing a city on the move—tanks which looked greater than cathedrals, spitting shot and shell. And above them, aeroplanes as numerous and awful as the horde of Satan falling into hell—coming down howling, my friend; that is the only word. Their noise alone stunned us. But we held. My company did what was possible. I went mad. I raved. I swore like a maniac. But my little men went down; and my good old friend Xavier, the Lieutenant, he went down in a fine spray. The French Army was cut to slices like a ham—torn to bits like a pineapple. A bridge which should have been blown up was not blown up. The tanks came over in a black cloud. France was rolling over in her last convulsion. Germany was at her throat. The great thumbs of the tank and aeroplane offensive had a strangle-hold, right behind the great artery. We could only gurgle and kick. And our kicks grew weaker. Our head swam. Delirium! Blackness! Of my company, seventeen men were left.


I took them away. Then I was ashamed and wanted to go back: but then they took me away, for I was slightly wounded and not quite myself.


Yes, the man you see before you now, Victor Ix, retreated with the washed-out remains of his company.


I thought that although we had been pressed back, the rest of our forces were holding out; that I could come back soon with a new company and beat the Boche back to Berlin, before I did not know that the way had been cleared for the Boches, and that France was sold. It did not enter my head because I thought such things were impossible.


To the downfall of all traitors I will drink even another glass of this execrable beer: and one more still to the Ten Old Tigers. … To the ten grey and magnificent Old Tigers of Tolly.


We reached a tiny town called Tolly. Now I knew Tolly for I had lived there for a little while when I was young: It is a little town like other little towns. Nothing happens there. Nobody does anything behind a certain dead-alive routine of living. Tolly had only one thing to distinguish it from a thousand other such towns: a kind of Soldiers’ Home.


Many years ago, after the fall of Napoleon Bonaparte, a certain military-minded wine-merchant endowed a small row of cottages. He gave them to ten old soldiers: veterans of the wars, who had permission to live there in their old age rent-free. The will of the merchant provided, also, some small weekly sum for the purchase of tobacco and wine. The town provided a few francs worth of lighting and heating. Thus, with their pensions, the old soldiers who lived in those cottages and waited for death were able to rest in some little comfort.


These poor old men were pathetic.


They had spent their lives in camps and barracks. They knew nothing but soldiering. A clause in the will that provided for them insisted that only men without families could enjoy those poor little amenities. So the ten veterans of Tolly, who are now in Heaven, were men alone in the world: men who had devoted their entire lives to the Army of France.


When I was young and was at Tolly, I often saw them. They drew their pensions and spent the money on necessities. They were regimental, however, those poor old men. They received, every Saturday, a sum of three francs apiece for wine and tobacco; and so they went out to spend those few pence on wine and tobacco alone. And every Saturday morning, punctually at eleven-forty-five, the ten old soldiers would march out to the Café Roche on the corner, and sit, each with his glass of red or white wine, smoking and talking. They amused people. It was funny to hear them discussing battles and skirmishes that everybody had forgotten, in places nobody had ever heard of.


Now and again, some person, slightly drunk and jolly, would say: “What about Indo-China?” And one of them, who had fought some shocking encounters out there, would square his thin old shoulders and begin to explain…. “We were here … they were there…. And then the Commandant said to me … and then I said to the Commandant….” Real old soldiers’ talk. And then somebody would buy them drinks. Once in a while one of them would get rather drunk. The townspeople enjoyed this very much—the spectacle of a seventy-year-old soldier singing forgotten songs in the ghost of a voice and reeling, supported by a comrade of seventy-two, back to the almshouses.


They were old and shabby. They had just enough to eat, but never quite enough to drink and smoke. They cadged a little. They sometimes attached themselves to total strangers and, talking of the weather, complained of thirst. Sometimes they were a bit of a nuisance. They tried to get small jobs of cleaning, or gardening, for the price of a litre of white wine and a packet of the worst tobacco. They used bad language when they forgot themselves … and as they grew older they forgot themselves quite often.


They talked mostly of battles; and when they talked, their skinny old hands lashed the air in savage gestures. One veteran of North Africa, a Sergeant-Major of more than eighty whose elder brother had fallen at Sedan, used to demonstrate, with a decanter, how he had killed an Arab with a rock, and so saved the life of his commanding, officer. The breasts of all of them tinkled with medals. They all cultivated fierce moustaches. Most of them shaved every day, and walked upright.


The people of Tolly called them the Ten Old Tigers.


We got into Tolly, as I was telling you—used-up, finished, dead on our feet. The town was almost empty. The people had fled. There was an echoing silence. “What is this?” I wondered. We passed the Café Roche. There was a sound of merrymaking inside … a sort of crackle of senile laughter.


I staggered to the door. The café was empty. Only ten familiar figures occupied the centre of the place. They had bottles of the best wine before them. Eight of them were smoking cigars. Yes, they were the Ten Old Tigers. I was nearly dead of exhaustion. I heard myself saying: “What, Sergeant Bonenfant—is it you?”


And a very old man said: “Vi l’capitaine”, and sprang to his feet. He said: “It is fifteen years since I saw your face last. Let us see—only four of us have died since then. There are four new ones. For the rest, we are still here….” He was happy with wine. “Listen, mon capitaine, they have all run away. The café is ours. Drinks are on the house.” This Sergeant Bonenfant was a wicked old man, who was disrespectful to officers and feared neither God nor man. He laughed, and said: “They think the Boches have beaten France!”


All the rest roared with laughter.


I said: “They are coming in tanks.” Then I felt my legs giving way. I said to my men: “Find yourself to eat and drink.” And I sat down. And then the place whirled round me like a wheel, and there was a redness, and a purple, and a darkness…. And I came to myself on the floor. One of the old men had propped my battered head on his bony knee. Another was pouring most of a bottle of brandy down my throat. A third was saying: “Bite his ears: that brings them to” … and another was replying: “I have no teeth.” A fifth was slapping me in the face: an old soldier’s remedy for unconsciousness, it appears.


“My men?” I said.


There was a mutter of horrible oaths and curses. The old sergeant, Bonenfant, said:


“The ——s have run away. There is some fairy-tale. There is some legend. The Boches are almost here, one says. Then why not go and stop them, I say. But no. The seventeen of them, your men, throw down their equipment and run off. They say: ‘Against tanks, what use are rifles? Besides’, they say, ‘we are betrayed and sold’. It is a question of morale. They run. As for me, I say: Bah!”


I sat up. “There is something here that I do not like”, I said. “We were retreating, yes…. But …”


There was a crash. There was a smash of glass. A very old man, the oldest of all the Tigers, none other than the old Sergeant-Major whose brother had perished at Sedan, had thrown a water-carafe through the window into the street. It was not drunkenness. It was rage. Yes, rage. That old, old man was bristling like a grey wolf. He stood up. His time-worn throat jangled like a broken piano. He shouted:


“Silence!”


There was authority in that voice, my friend. We all listened, out of force of habit.


He let out a string of old army endearments:


“Silence, you dirty maggots! Silence every one of you, you this-and-that offspring of so-and-so! You drunken, noisy dummy-headed blank spawn of little frogs! Shuttup! You in the rear—put down that pipe while I’m talking to you! Are you attending tome? Right. You’d better. You imbecile idiot scum of puddles! … Stop shuffling those feet!


“The Boches are coming. This is serious. Do you understand? They say that France is sold. I don’t know. I know that there is something strange here. I know that in my time the Boches would have come here only through a thin paste—and that thin paste would have been me—and it would have been you, too, if I’d been your Sergeant-Major! I’d have blown myself to dust to get in their eyes! And so? What has happened? Everybody runs. Civilians, yes: they are only jokes. They ran. But when soldiers run, my comrades, there is something funny. Soldiers are paid to fight, not run. It is a career: to fight, not run.


“Then what? We are old men. But we are men. We are ancient soldiers. But we are soldiers. In Africa we stood alone against thousands, and we did not run. What have we fought for all our lives, if people run away now when we are nearly dead? What have we lived for, to see everything we made go away like tobacco-ash in the wind?”


A growl of rage from the other nine Tigers. They were sober now, and they growled. And I felt myself growling with them. He went on:


“For myself, I have only about twenty years more to live. But—name of a name of a dog of a dog of a pig!—I have spat in the eye of death twenty thousand times ever since I was born, and got away with it! So have you all, you young pups! So have you all, you whipper-snappers; for you’re soldiers like me! Good. At Sidi-Faouzi the raw recruits broke like string. The veterans, the old ones, it was they who saved the day with pig-stickers, with naked steel. Good. It is the veterans who will save France now. Look! They have thrown down their rifles and their pouches. Good! Here are rifles, ammunition and bayonets. What more do you want? A regimental band? Bah! Get on that equipment! It is an order! To arms! Long live France, and down with the Boches!”


And my friend, my friend, as if in a dream I saw those ten old soldiers, those aged, superannuated, worn-out, battered, broken-down veterans of all the wars of the Empire—I saw them stuff their pipes into their pockets (incidentally, like good old soldiers, helping themselves to packets of tobacco) and struggle into the belts and pouches my men had left. They put the stuff on wrong. It didn’t matter. They had their bayonets on their shrunken left hips. They loaded their rifles. The youngest of them—a man of sixty-four whom they called Bobo, who had been in the cavalry in the last War—showed the old Sergeant-Major how to load his rifle. The present pattern was quite new to hirn: in his day he had handled the ancient chassepot, and the forgotten Lebel.


The Sergeant-Major addressed them again:


“Now, come on, you sons of dogs! Do you want to live forever?” It was the greatest war-cry I had ever heard. I tore a strip off the tablecloth nearest my hand. I tied it round my head where I was wounded. I rose. I stood as on parade. I bellowed at them:


“What the devil is this? Sergeant-Major, are you forgetting yourself? Why, confound and blast you, man, I’ll break you for this if you don’t watch out! Who’s commanding this company? Did you ask permission to speak? Now then! Get into line, there! Why, you ratty mongrels—are you sons of men! Or are you rookies? As you were! Shun! As you were! Company … slooooope arms! By your le-eft … quick … march!”


It was a dream. It was a fantasy. At the head of ten men, the youngest of whom was over sixty—whose combined ages added up to something like seven hundred years—seven hundred years!—I marched out to hold back the shattering advance of the German tanks.


There went, up that ruined road littered with the debris of an army that had fled, seven hundred and forty-odd years of French glory.


I was the odd forty years.


*


The tanks had passed. The mass in infantry was following. I found a position in the face of the advance. It was a good position. There was natural cover. I hardly cared. To me, this was not a battle, so much as a gesture. It was my duty to die with France, I thought. And I was going out to die. Those wonderful old men had shamed me into it, and they were right.


We saw the Boches coming. We had only our rifles, and about forty rounds of ammunition for each man. I was lying next to Sergeant Bonenfant. He was crooning over the butt of his rifle, caressing it with his cheek, and crying heavy old tears of joy. His poor aged hands were clutching his weapon. I could see the blue veins like cords, and the dried old finger-nails dead-white under the pressure of his grip. The Germans came in sight. “Hold it”, I said. The word went along. At a hundred yards I said: “Ready”. At seventy-five yards I said: “Fire!” I roared it and picked off an officer. The ten other rifles went off in a ragged little volley, but nine more Germans went down.


They must have thought that there was some huge counterattack brought up to surprise them. They stopped. They took cover. We fired at will, picking our men. Ah, my poor old Tigers of Tolly … their muscles could no longer work together with their eyes and their nerves and their memories! Only one bullet in five hit anything, although the Boche was horribly exposed. Oh, for a section armed with light machine-guns! I could have inflicted astronomical casualties. But it was better as it happened. Yes, it was greater. They were great, those men dying of old age and feebleness, who had exhausted themselves in the quarrels of France.


We went on firing until our ammunition was exhausted.


Meanwhile, the Boches had let loose machine-guns.


Bonenfant went down first. I saw one drop of blood, like a jewel, on his white moustache. No more. He died smiling. He thought he had hit the man he aimed at. But the man got up afterwards: he had simply ducked.


I fired my last cartridge. “That for you, Bonenfant”, I said. Then I got up. My head was beating like a heart. I yelled, “Charge!” In one hand I held a bayonet: in the other my revolver. “Charge!” I shouted … and even as I shouted, I felt a kind of hammer hit my knee. A ricocheting bullet had smashed it to pieces, and I went down like a skittle, sobbing with rage and disappointment. I wanted to die with my grandfathers-in-arms.


I lay, helpless. And I saw the last of my old Tigers advancing with fixed bayonets upon the enemy. Four very old men, carrying their bayonets at the high port, ran as fast as their rheumatical legs would carry them—against twenty thousand German soldiers.


A machine-gun went at-at-at-at-at. The old Sergeant-Major and one other tripped and rolled over. The last two kept advancing. I believe that even the Germans were touched. They held their fire. An officer stood up, and waved his hands, and shouted something. The last two old Tigers ran faster, with the little, jogging steps of exhaustion. The officer fired his pistol. One of them fell. With his last ounce of strength he tried to throw his rifle at the Germans. But his arm was too weak.


And so the last of them all came down on the great German army.


Ten yards away from the officer, he stopped. I could see his chest and shoulders heaving. He was exhausted. Not even his will could take him a step further. I was mad with pain and misery, and the shame of having fallen. I screamed “Vive la France!” The last Old Tiger found breath enough to cry back—such a poor, pitiful, quavering cry; and yet so stupendous and so noble that the earth seemed to stop in orbit and the sky seemed to stand still…. “Vive la France!” Then he simply fell dead, because his heart had stopped.


That was the end of the Ten Old Tigers of Tolly.


I lay there, nearly dead. I lay for three days. I was found, then. I lost my leg. I am glad I lost my leg. All of me could not be buried with those great old men: but at least a part of me is honoured by their presence in a grave.


A nation is great only as its finest sons are great. France is as great as the Ten Old Tigers. They are planted in the earth like seeds. Out of them there will grow something stronger and more beautiful than trees. Such men do not die. God send me such an end.






OEBPS/faberandfaber_online.jpg
]

FABER & FARER





OEBPS/9780571304516_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Gerald Kersh

The Horrible Dummy
and Other Stories






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





