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          I
      

            THE ISLE OF FRANCE
      

         

         H
         AS it never been your fate, on one of those long, cold, gloomy winter evenings when, alone with your own thoughts, you stood listening to the wind as it howled down the corridors and the rain as it beat at the windows, your brow resting against the mantelpiece and your eyes gazing, without seeing them, at the logs crackling on the hearth; has it never been your fate under such circumstances to be seized with a sick disgust of our dismal climate, this wet, muddy Paris of ours, and to dream fondly of some enchanted oasis, all carpeted with greenery and refreshed with cooling waters, where, no matter what the season, you might gently sink asleep beneath the shade of palms and jameroses, soothed by the babbling of a crystal spring and happy in the sensation of physical well-being and a delicious languor?

         Well, this Paradise you dreamed of exists, this Eden you coveted awaits you. The streamlet that should lull you to soft slumber does actually plunge from its rocky height to rebound in spray, the palm that should guard your siesta does really spread its slender leaves to flutter in the seabreeze like the plume on a giant’s helm, the jameroses, laden with many-coloured fruitage, do veritably offer you their scented shade. Up then, and come with me!

         Come to Brest, that warlike sister of commercial Marseilles, that armed sentinel watching over the ocean; and there, from among the hundred vessels sheltering in its harbour, choose one of those brigs with narrow beam, well-cut sails, and long tapering masts, such as Walter Scott’s rival, the poetic chronicler of the sea, assigns to his pirates bold. We are in September, the month most propitious for long voyages. Get you aboard the ship to which we have entrusted our common fortune; let us leave the summer behind us and sail to meet the spring. Adieu, Brest! Hail, Nantes and Bayonne! Adieu, France! See on our right that giant rising to a height of ten thousand feet, whose granite summit is lost in the clouds, above which it seems to hang suspended, and whose rocky foundations you can distinguish through the clear water descending into the depths. It is the peak of Teneriffe, the ancient Nivaria, the rendezvous of the seaeagles you see wheeling round their eyries and looking scarce as big as pigeons. Pass on, this is not our journey’s end; this is but the flower-garden of Spain, and I have promised you the Paradise of the World. Do you see on our left that bare and barren rock scorched incessantly by the tropic sun? It is the rock where the modern Prometheus was chained for six long years; the pedestal whereon England herself has reared the statue of her own shame; the counterpart of the pyre of Jeanne d’Arc and of the scaffold of Mary Stuart; the political Golgotha, for eighteen years the pious rendezvous of all vessels; but this is not where I am taking you. Pass on, we have no longer any business there; the regicide St. Helena is widowed of the relics of her martyr.

         We are at the Cape of Storms. Do you see that mountain emerging from the haze? It is the same giant Adamastor which appeared to the author of the ‘Lusiad.’ We are passing the extremity of the earth; yonder jutting promontory is the prow of the world. See how the ocean breaks against it, furious but powerless; that good ship fears not its tempests, for its sails are set for the harbour of eternity, it has God Himself for pilot. Pass on, for beyond those verdant mountains we shall find barren tracts and sun-scorched deserts. Pass on, I have promised you clear water and sweet shade, fruits ever ripening and everlasting flowers.

         Hail to the Indian Ocean! where the west wind urges us along; hail to the scene of the ‘Thousand and One Nights’; we are approaching the end of our voyage. Here is the melancholy Bourbon, devoured by an eternal volcano. Give a glance at its flames, and a smile for its odours; sail a few knots further and let us pass between the Ile Plate and the Coin-de-Mire; let us double Canonneers’ Head and stop at the flag-staff.

         Let us drop anchor, the roadstead is good; our brig, wearied with her tedious voyage, craves rest. Besides, we have arrived, for this is the fortunate land which Nature seems to have hidden at the ends of the earth, as a jealous mother conceals from profane eyes the virginal beauty of her daughter; for this is the land of promise, the pearl of the Indian Ocean, the Isle of France.

         Now, chaste daughter of the seas, twin sister of Bourbon, favoured rival of Ceylon, let me lift a corner of thy veil to show thee to the stranger-friend, the fraternal traveller, who accompanies me; let me unloose thy girdle, fair captive! for we are two pilgrims from France, and perhaps one day France will be able to redeem thee, rich daughter of the Indies, for the price of some petty kingdom of Europe. And you who have followed us with your eyes and thoughts, let me now speak to you of this wondrous land, with its everfruitful fields, with its double harvests, with its year made up of springs and summers following and replacing each other without intermission, linking flowers to fruits, and fruits to flowers. Let me tell of the romantic isle which bathes her feet in the sea and hides her head in the clouds; a second Venus, born, like her sister, of the foam of the waves, ascending from her wet cradle to her celestial empire, crowned with sparkling days and starry nights, eternal ornaments which she has received from the hand of the Creator Himself, and of which England has not yet had power to strip her.

         Come then, and if aerial flights alarm you no more than voyages by sea, grasp, like a new Cleophas, a lappet of my cloak, and I will transport you with me to the inverted cone of the Pieterbot, the highest mountain in the island, next to the Peak of the Black River. Once arrived there, we shall look in all directions, successively to right and left, in front, behind, above us and below.

         Above us, you see, is a sky always clear, studded with stars,—an azure carpet on which God raises at each of His steps a golden dust, whereof each atom is a world.

         Beneath us is the island, stretched at our feet like a map a hundred and fortyfive leagues in circumference, with its sixty rivers that look from here like silver threads designed to chain the sea around its shores, and its thirty mountains all plumed with cocoas, takamakas, and palmtrees. Amid all these rivers see the waterfalls of the Réduit and La Fontaine, which, out of the bosom of the woods they spring from, let loose their hurtling cataracts at headlong speed, to meet the sea which waits them, and, whether in calm or tempest, is aye ready to answer their eternal challenge, now with silent contempt, now with reverberating rage—a duel of Titans, each striving which shall make the greater noise and havoc in the world,—then near this wild scene of foolish rivalry, see the great, calm “Black River,” rolling down quietly its fertilising waters, imposing its respected name on all within its neighbourhood, showing thus the triumph of wisdom over force, and of calm over fury. Among all these mountains, see the gloomy Brabant, standing over the northern point of the Island as a gigantic sentinel to defend it against surprises of the enemy, and to break the fury of the ocean. See the peak of the Trois-Mamelles, at the base of which flow the rivers of the Tamarin and the Rempart, as though the Indian Isis had wished to justify her name in everything — see, lastly, the Pouce, next after the Pieterbot, where we are standing, the most majestic peak in the Island; it seems to raise a finger to the sky to show to master and to slave alike that there is a Tribunal above which will render justice to us all.

         In front of us is Port Louis, formerly Port Napoléon, the capital of the Island, with its crowded wooden houses, its two streams which, after every storm, become torrents; its Ile des Tonneliers, defending the approaches, and its hybrid population, which seems to be a sample of all the nations of the earth, from the lazy Creole who is carried in a palanquin if he wants to cross the street, and who finds conversation so fatiguing that he has trained his slaves to obey his gestures, down to the negro hounded by the whip to his work in the morning and from it in the evening. Between these two extremes of the social ladder see the Lascars, distinguished by their red and green turbans, from which two colours they never vary, with bold, bronzed features, a cross between the Malay and the Malabar types. See the Yoloff negro, of the tall and handsome Senegambian race, with complexion black as jet, eyes bright as carbuncles, teeth white as pearls; the Chinaman, short, flat-chested and broad-shouldered, with his bare skull and drooping moustaches, his jargon which nobody understands, but with whom, notwithstanding, everybody deals; for the Chinaman sells everything, runs all trades, follows all professions, is the Jew of the colony: then the Malays, copper-coloured, small, vindictive, cunning, always forgetful of a kindness, never of an injury; selling, like the Bohemians, things that one wants quite cheap: the Mozambiques, gentle, honest and stupid, and valued only for their strength: the Madagascans, thin, cunning, of an olive tint, flat-nosed and thicklipped, distinguished from the negroes of the Senegal by the reddish reflection of their skin: the Namaquais, slim, skilful and proud, trained from their infancy in hunting the tiger and the elephant, and astonished at being transported to a country where there are no wild animals to fight: lastly, in the midst of all this, the English officer, garrisoned in the island or stationed in the harbour, with his round scarlet waistcoat, his cap-shaped headgear, his white trousers, looking down from the height of his grandeur upon creoles and mulattos, masters and slaves, colonists and natives, talking only of London, boasting only of England, valuing only himself. Behind us, Grand Port, formerly Port Impérial, first established by the Dutch, but afterwards abandoned by them, because it lies to windward of the island and the same breeze which brings vessels in, prevents them from going out. So, after having fallen into ruins, it is to-day but a town whose houses barely rise above ground, a creek where a schooner comes to take shelter from the pirate’s clutches, forestcovered mountains in which the slave seeks refuge from his master’s tyranny. Next, bringing our eyes back to the landscape lying almost beneath our feet, we shall distinguish, behind the mountains by the harbour, Moka, perfumed with aloes, pomegranates, and currants; Moka, always so fresh that it seems to fold up the treasures of its attire in the evening to display them in the morning, which decks itself every day as the other districts do only on festivals; Moka, the garden of this island which we have termed the garden of the world.

         Let us resume our first position; let us face Madagascar and direct our eyes to our left: at our feet, beyond the Réduit, are the Williams plains, next to Moka the most delightful quarter of the island, bounded, towards the plains of St. Pierre by the Corps-de-Garde mountain, shaped like the hind-quarters of a horse; then, beyond the Trois-Mamelles and the great woods, the quarter of la Savane, with its sweetly-named rivers, ‘Lemon-Trees,’ ‘Negresses’ Bath,’ and the ‘Arcade,’ with its harbour so well defended by the natural escarpment of its sides that it is impossible to land there otherwise than in friendly fashion; with its pastures rivalling those of the plains of St. Pierre, with its soil still virgin as that of an American prairie: lastly, in the depths of the woods, the great pond where are found murænas so gigantic that they are more like serpents than eels, and which have been seen to carry off and devour alive stags pursued by hunters and runaway negroes who had been so imprudent as to bathe there.

         Next let us turn to the right: here is the quarter of the Rempart, dominated by the Mount of Discovery, on the summit of which rise ships’ masts, which look from here as thin and small as willow branches; here is Cap Malheureux, the bay of the Tombeaux, the church of the Pamplemousses. In this quarter rose the two neighbouring huts of Madame de la Tour and Marguerite; on the Cap Malheureux the Saint Géran went to pieces; in the bay of the Tombeaux was found the body of a girl holding a portrait clasped in her hand; in the church of the Pamplemousses, two months later, side by side with this girl, a young man of about the same age was buried. You have already guessed the names of these two lovers whom the same tombstone covers; they were Paul and Virginia, those two halcyons of the tropics, whose death the sea, as it moans on the reefs that surround the coast, seems evermore to bewail, as a tigress evermore laments her whelps rent to pieces by herself in a transport of fury or a moment of jealousy.

         And now, whether you traverse the island from the pass of Descorne in the south-west, or from Mahebourg to the little Malabar, whether you follow the coast or plunge into the interior, whether you descend the rivers or climb the mountains, whether the sun’s blazing disc kindle the plains with flaming rays, or the crescent of the moon silver the mountains with melancholy light, should your feet be weary, or your head grow heavy, or your eyes close; should you feel your senses, intoxicated by the perfumed exhalations of the China rose, the Spanish or the red jasmine, dissolving gently as if under the influence of opium, you can yield, my companion, without fear or reluctance to the deep and penetrating voluptuousness of tropic slumber. Lie down, then, on the lush grass, sleep quietly and awake without fear, for this light noise which makes the foliage rustle at its approach, those two dark sparkling eyes which are fixed on you, are not the poisoned rustling of the Jamaican boqueira, nor the eyes of the Bengal tiger. Sleep softly, and awake without fear; the isle has never echoed the shrill hiss of a reptile, nor the nocturnal howl of a beast of prey. No, it is a young negress who parts two bamboo branches to push her pretty head through and look with curiosity at the newlyarrived European. Make a sign, without even stirring from your place, and she will pick you the savoury banana, the scented mango or the tamarind-husk; speak a word, and she will answer you in her guttural and mournful tone, ‘Mo sellave, mo faire ça que vous vié’ (‘Me slave-girl, me do what you will’). Only too happy should a kind look or a word of satisfaction reward her services, she will then offer to act as your guide to her master’s dwelling. Follow her; it matters not whither she leads you; and, when you perceive a pretty house with an avenue of trees, engirdled by flowers, you will have arrived; it will be the home of the planter, tyrant or patriarch, according as he is good or bad; but, be he the one or the other, that is not your concern and affects you but little. Enter boldly; go and sit down at the family table; say, ‘I am your guest’; and then will be placed before you the richest china plate, loaded with the finest bananas, the silver goblet with its bottom of glass, in which will foam the best beer of the island; you will shoot to your heart’s content in his savannahs, and fish in the river with his lines, and each time you come yourself or introduce a friend to him, the fatted calf will be killed; for here the arrival of a guest is made a festival, as the return of the Prodigal Son was a joy to his father’s household.

         So the English, with their eternal jealousy of France, long fixed their eyes on her beloved daughter, hovering round her incessantly, now trying to seduce her with gold, now to intimidate her by threats; but to all these proposals the beautiful Creole replied with supreme disdain, so that it soon became apparent that her lovers, unable to win her by their wiles, were fain to carry her off by force, and that she must be kept in sight like a Spanish monja. For some time she had nothing worse to fear than a series of unimportant and ineffectual attempts; but at last England, unable to resist her charms, threw herself headlong upon her, and when one fine morning the Isle of France learned that her sister Bourbon had just been carried off, she besought her protectors to keep a yet stricter guard over her than in time past, and knives began to be sharpened in deadly earnest and bullets to be melted, as the enemy was momentarily expected.

         On the 23rd of August, 1810, a terrific cannonade, reverberating through all the island, announced that the enemy had actually arrived.
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            LIONS AND LEOPARDS
      

         

         I
         T was five in the evening towards the end of one of those magnificent summer days unknown in our Europe. Half the population of the Isle of France, arranged in a semi-circle on the mountains which dominate Grand-Port, were breathlessly watching the contest going on at their feet, as in olden days the Romans leaned over the gallery of the amphitheatre at a contest of gladiators or a combat of martyrs. Only, on this occasion, the arena was a large harbour environed by rocks on which the combatants had run themselves aground to prevent all possibility of retreat, and, freed from the distracting anxiety of evolutions, be able to tear each other to pieces at their ease: neither again were there any vestal virgins with upturned thumbs to put an end to this terrible sea-fight: it was, as was fully understood, a strife of extermination, a combat to the death; accordingly the ten thousand spectators present at it maintained an anxious silence, while the very sea, so often stormy in those regions, was still, so as not to lose one roar of those three hundred mouths of fire.

         This is what had happened. On the morning of the 20th Captain Duperré, coming from Madagascar in the Bellone, accompanied by the Minerve, Victor, Ceylan and the Windham, had sighted the Mountains of the Wind in the Isle of France.

         As three previous fights in which he had been without exception victorious had caused severe damage to his fleet, he had determined to enter the large harbour and refit there,—a course which was the more easy because, as is well known, the Island at this time was entirely in our power, and the tri-coloured flag floating over the fort of the Ile de la Passe, and from a threemaster anchored below it, gave the worthy sailor the assurance of being welcomed by friends. Consequently Captain Duperré gave orders to double the Ile de la Passe, situated about two leagues in front of Mahebourg, and, to carry out this manœuvre, ordered the corvette Victor to go ahead, followed by the Minerve, Ceylan and Bellone, the Windham concluding the line. The squadron then advanced, each ship in front of the next one, the narrow entrance not allowing of two ships passing alongside each other.

         When the Victor was within cannonrange of the three-master lying broadside beneath the fort, the latter signalled that the English were cruising within sight of the Island. Captain Duperré replied that he was quite aware of it, and that the flotilla which he had observed was composed of the Enchantress, Nereïd, Sirius and Iphigenia, commanded by Commodore Lambert; but that as, on his own side, Captain Hamelin was stationed to windward of the Island with the Entreprenant, La Manche and Astrée, he was sufficiently strong to accept battle should the enemy present himself.

         A few moments later, Captain Bouvet, who was second in the line, thought he observed some hostile indications in the vessel that had just signalled; besides he had in vain examined all her details with that piercing glance that so rarely deceives the sailor, but could not recognise her as belonging to the French navy. He communicated his observations to Captain Duperré, who told him in answer to take precautions, and that he would do the like. As for the Victor it was impossible to give her information; she was too far ahead, and any signal made to her would have been seen from the fort and the suspected vessel.

         The Victor then continued to advance without misgivings, impelled by a gentle south-east breeze, with all her crew on deck, while the two ships that follow her anxiously watch the movements of the three-master and the fort. Both, however, still keep up an appearance of friendship; indeed the two vessels when opposite each other exchange a few words. The Victor continues her course; she has already passed the fort, when suddenly a line of smoke appears on the sides of the ship that lies broadside towards her and on the rampart of the fort. Forty-four guns thunder at once, raking the French corvette, cutting her rigging and sails, decimating her crew, carrying away her fore-top-sail yard, while at the same instant the French colours disappear from the fort and the three-master and give place to the English flag. We have been duped by trickery, and have fallen into the trap laid for us.

         But instead of going back, which might still be possible by abandoning the corvette which has acted the part of a scout and now, having recovered from her surprise, is replying to the fire of the threemaster with her two stern-guns, Captain Duperré signals the Windham, which makes for sea again, and orders the Minerve and Ceylan to force the channel. He himself will support them, while the Windham goes to warn the rest of the French fleet of the situation in which the four vessels are.

         Then the ships continue to advance, no longer with the unguardedness of the Victor, but with lighted lintstocks, each man at his post, and in that profound silence which always precedes a great crisis. Presently the Minerve gets alongside the hostile three-master, but this time it is she who strikes first. Twenty-four mouths burst into flame together; the broadside pierces her hull through and through; but part of the bulwarks of the English vessel is cut away; stifled shrieks are heard, then in her turn she thunders with her whole battery and sends back to the Minerve as deadly messengers as she has just received from her, while the artillery of the fort bursts out upon her as well, but without doing her any other injury than killing a man or two and cutting some of her rigging.

         Next comes the Ceylan, a pretty brigantine with twenty-two guns, taken, like the Victor, Minerve, and Windham, a few days previously from the English, and which, like the Victor and Minerve, was now about to fight for France, her new mistress. She advances lightly and gracefully, as a sea-bird skims the waves; then, when opposite the fort and the three-master, all three break out into flames together, firing so simultaneously that the volleys formed one sound, and so close to each other that their smoke was intermingled.

         There remained Duperré, in the Bellone. He was even at this period one of the bravest and most skilful officers in our navy. He advanced, hugging the Ile de la Passe more closely than any of the other vessels had done; then, at close quarters, broadside to broadside, the two ships burst into flame, at pistol-range. The channel was forced; the four ships were within the harbour; they rally at the cliff of the Aigrettes and cast anchor between the Ile aux Singes and the Pointe de la Colonie. Duperré having at once put himself in communication with the town, learns that Bourbon is taken, but that, in spite of his attempts on the Isle of France, the enemy has only been able to seize the Ile de la Passe. A messenger is at once despatched in all haste to General Decaen, Governor of the Island, to inform him the four French vessels, Victor, Minerve, Ceylan and Bellone, are at Grand-Port. At noon on the 21st Decaen receives this advice, transmits it to Captain Hamelin, who orders the ships under his command to get under weigh, hurries reinforcements of men across country to Captain Duperré, informs him that he will do what he can to come to his aid, inasmuch as everything leads him to the conclusion that he is threatened by superior numbers.

         As a fact, in endeavouring to anchor in the Rivière Noire at four a.m. on the 21st, the Windham had been captured by the English frigate Sirius. Captain Pym, Commander of the latter, had then learned that four French ships under Duperré’s orders had entered Grand-Port, where they were confined by the wind; he had at once informed the captains of the Enchantress and Iphigenia of this, and the three frigates had sailed immediately. The Sirius went back towards Grand-Port, going before the wind, the two other frigates turning to windward to reach the same point.

         These were the movements which Captain Hamelin had seen, and which by their agreement with the news he had just heard cause him to think that Captain Duperré is about to be attacked. He hastens therefore to get under weigh, but in spite of all diligence he is only ready on the morning of the 22nd. The three English frigates are three hours in advance of him, and the difficulty he must experience in reaching Grand-Port is still further increased by the wind, which is set in the south-east and freshening momentarily.

         On the evening of the 21st General Decaen mounts his horse and arrives at Mahebourg at five in the morning, followed by the chief planters and those of their negroes on whom they think they can rely. Masters and slaves are armed with guns, and have each fifty rounds, in case the English should attempt to land. A meeting takes place between him and Duperré. At noon the English frigate Sirius, which has sailed to leeward of the Island, and consequently experienced less difficulty in her passage than the other two frigates, appears at the entrance of the channel, meets the three - master moored with her broadside to the fort, now recognised as the frigate Nereïd, Captain Willoughby. As though reckoning to attack the French division by themselves, both advance upon us, taking the same course as we had done; but, keeping too close to the shoal water, the Sirius runs aground and her crew spend the rest of the day in getting her oft.

         During the night the reinforcement of sailors sent by Captain Hamelin arrives, and is distributed among the four French ships, who thus amount to nearly fourteen hundred men with a hundred and forty-two guns, but as immediately on their distribution Duperré has made his division run aground, so that each vessel presents its broadside, only the half of the guns will take part in the sanguinary feast that is preparing.

         At two o’clock the frigates Enchantress and Iphigenia appeared in their turn at the entrance of the channel, met the Sirius and Nereïd and advanced all four to encounter us. Two ran themselves aground, the other two lay moored at anchor, presenting a total of seventeen hundred men and two hundred guns. It was a solemn and terrible moment when the ten thousand spectators who thronged the mountains saw the hostile frigates advance with furled sails, impelled only by the slow force of the wind through their rigging, and, with the confidence imparted by superiority of numbers, range themselves at half-gunshot from the French division, presenting in their turn their broadsides, grounding as we had grounded, abandoning retreat beforehand, as we had abandoned it.

         A battle of extermination, then, was about to commence; lions and leopards had met, and were about to rend each other with brazen teeth and roars of fire.

         It was our sailors who, with less patience than the French guards had shown at Fontenoy, gave the signal for slaughter. A long train of smoke rushed from the sides of the four vessels at whose peak flew the tricolour; then at the same moment bellowed forth the roar of seventy guns, and the iron hurricane fell upon the English squadron.

         The latter answered promptly, and then began, with no other manœuvre than that of clearing from the decks the splinters of timber and expiring bodies, with no interval but that of loading the guns, one of those struggles to the death such as, since Aboukir and Trafalgar, naval annals had not witnessed. At first it might be thought the advantage lay with the enemy; for the first English volleys had cut the springs on the hawsers of the Minerve and the Ceylan, so that, owing to this accident, the fire of these two ships was to a large extent masked. But, under the captain’s orders, the Bellone met every event, replying to the four ships at once; having arms, powder and shot for all; incessantly belching forth fire like a volcano in eruption, and that for two hours, that is to say, while the Ceylan and Minerve were repairing their injuries. This done, as though impatient of their inaction, they began again to roar and bite in their turn, forcing the enemy, who had turned from them for a moment to crush the Bellone, to pay attention to them once more, and restoring the unity of the fight along the whole line. It then seemed to Duperré that the Nereïd, already damaged by three broadsides which the squadron had fired at her when forcing the channel, was slackening her fire, and the order was at once given to direct all the firing at her and to give her no rest. For a whole hour they overwhelmed her with shot and grape, thinking at each moment that she would strike her flag; but, as she did not do so, the hail of iron continued, mowing down the masts, sweeping her deck, piercing her hull, until her last gun died away like an expiring sigh, and she remained a demolished hulk in the stillness and silence of death.

         At this moment, and while Duperré was giving an order to his lieutenant Roussin, a grape-shot struck his head and knocked him over against the guns. Realising that he was dangerously, perhaps mortally, wounded, he calls Captain Bouvet, hands over to him the command of the Bellone, orders him to sink the four ships rather than surrender them, and, after giving these final orders, extends his hand to him and swoons away. Nobody perceives this incident; Duperré has not left the Bellone, since Bouvet takes his place.

         At ten o’clock it is so dark that the men can no longer take aim and have to fire at random. At eleven the firing ceases; but as the spectators understand that it is only a truce, they remain at their post. As a fact, at one o’clock the moon rises, and by its pale light the strife begins afresh.

         During this short respite the Nereïd has received some reinforcements; five or six of her guns have been refitted; the frigate that was thought dead was only in a swoon and recovers her senses, giving signs of life by attacking us afresh.

         Then Bouvet sends Lieutenant Roussin on board the Victor, whose captain is wounded, with orders to float the ship again and go and overwhelm the Nereïd at close quarters with his whole artillery. This time his firing will not cease until the frigate be really dead.

         Roussin carries out his order to the letter; the Victor sets her top-sails and jib, moves off and, without firing a single shot, anchors three or four fathoms from the Nereïd’s stern; from there she opens fire, to which the Nereïd can only reply with her stern guns, raking her from poop to prow at each discharge. At dawn the frigate is silent once more. This time she is really dead, yet, notwithstanding, the English flag still floats at her peak. She is dead, but she has not surrendered. At this moment, shouts of ‘Long live the Emperor!’ resound from the Nereïd—the seventeen prisoners whom she took in the Ile de la Passe and had placed in the hold, burst from their place of confinement, and escape up the hatchways with a tri-coloured flag in their hands. The standard of Great Britain is lowered, the tri-colour floats in its place. Roussin gives the order to board, but at the moment when he is about to fasten the grappling-irons, the enemy directs his fire on the Nereïd, which escapes him. To continue the struggle is useless; the Nereïd is nothing but a hulk, on which he will lay hands as soon as the other ships are subdued. The victor leaves the frigate floating like the carcase of a dead whale, takes on board the seventeen prisoners and resumes her place of battle, announcing to the English, by firing her whole broadside, that she had returned to her position.

         All the French ships were now ordered to direct their fire on the Enchantress, Bouvet wishing to demolish the hostile frigates one after the other. Towards three p.m. then the Enchantress became the target for all their shots; at five, she answered our fire spasmodically, and breathed like a combatant mortally wounded; at six o’clock it could be seen from the land that her crew were making all preparations for abandoning her. Shouts first, then signals, warn the French division of this; the firing is redoubled; the two other hostile frigates despatch their boats to her; she herself lowers her cutters into the sea; the remnant of unwounded, or slightly-wounded men get into them, but in the space which they have to cross to reach the Sirius two boats are sunk by cannon shot, and the sea is strewn with men making for the neighbouring frigates by swimming.

         A moment later a thin smoke issues from the portholes of the Enchantress; then it becomes gradually thicker; next, at the hatchways wounded men are seen dragging themselves along, raising their mutilated arms, appealing for help; for already smoke is followed by flames which dart their fiery tongues through every porthole. Then they burst outside, creep along the netting, climb to the masts, envelop the yards, and in the midst of these flames are heard cries of rage and pain; then all at once the vessel splits, as the crater of a volcano is rent asunder. A fearful explosion is heard; the Enchantress is blown to bits. The eye follows the burning fragments which mount to the sky, descend again and are extinguished with a loud hissing sound in the waves. Of that fine frigate, which the day before thought herself queen of the ocean, nothing remains, not even débris, not even the wounded, not even the dead. A wide space between the Nerëid and the Iphigenia alone indicates the place where she was.

         Then, as though weary of the strife, dismayed at the spectacle, English and French fell silent, and the rest of the night was consecrated to repose.

         But at dawn the fight begins again. The French division has chosen the Sirius this time as its victim, and the four-fold fire of Victor, Minerve, Bellone, and Ceylan are about to crush her. Shot and grape are concentrated upon her. At the end of two hours she has not a mast left, her bulwarks are cut down, the water enters her hull through twenty wounds; had she not been aground she must have sunk. Her crew then abandons her, the captain being the last to leave. But, as with the Enchantress, the fire has remained there; a train conducts it to the magazine; and at eleven in the forenoon a fearful explosion is heard, and the Sirius disappears annihilated.

         Then the Iphigenia, which has fought at anchor, realises that no more fighting is possible. She remains alone against four; for, as we have said, the Nereïd is nothing now but a sheer hulk; she makes sail, and, profiting by the fact that she has escaped almost safe and sound from all this destruction, tries to sheer off, in order to place herself under the protection of the fort.

         Bouvet at once orders the Minerve and Bellone to refit and get afloat again. Duperré, on the blood-stained bed where he is laid, has learned all that has happened: he does not want a single frigate to escape destruction, nor a single Englishman to go and announce their defeat in England. We have to avenge Trafalgar and Aboukir. Pursue the Iphigenia!

         And the two noble frigates, battered as they are, rouse and recover themselves, make sail and away in pursuit, ordering the Victor to man the Nereïd. As for the Ceylan she is herself so damaged that she cannot quit her place until the caulker has stopped her thousand gaping wounds.

         Then loud shouts of triumph rise from the land; the whole population, which has kept silence, recovers breath and voice to encourage the Minerve and Bellone in their pursuit. But the Iphigenia, less damaged than her two foes, gains on them visibly, passes the Ile des Aigrettes, will reach the fort of la Passe, will gain the open sea and escape. Already the shot from the Minerve and Bellone fail to reach her, dropping in her wake, when suddenly three ships appear at the entrance of the channel, flying the tri-colour; it is Captain Hamelin, who had sailed from Port Louis with the Entreprenant, and La Manche and Astrée. The Iphigenia and the fort are caught between two fires; they will surrender at discretion, not an Englishman will escape. During this time the Victor has for the second time drawn close to the Nereïd; and, fearing a surprise, boards her cautiously. But the silence she maintains is truly that of death. Her deck is strewn with corpses; the Lieutenant, who was the first to set foot on her, is up to his ankles in blood.

         A wounded man raises himself and relates that six times the order was given to strike the flag, but six times the French discharges carried away the men told off to carry out this order. Then the Captain retired to his cabin and was seen no more.

         Roussin goes towards the cabin and finds Captain Willoughby seated at a table, on which are still a jug of grog and three glasses. He has an arm and a thigh carried away. In front of him his first Lieutenant Thomson, killed by a grapeshot, which struck him in the chest; at his feet lies his nephew, William Murray, likewise wounded in the side by a grapeshot.

         Then Willoughby with his remaining hand makes a movement to give up his sword; but Lieutenant Roussin, in his turn extending his arm, salutes the dying Englishman, saying:—“Captain, when a man uses a sword as you have done, he surrenders it to God alone!”

         And he at once orders every possible attention to be lavished upon Captain Willoughby. But all aid was useless; the brave defender of the Nereïd died on the morrow.

         Lieutenant Roussin was more fortunate as regards the nephew than he had been with the uncle. Lord Murray, though wounded deeply and dangerously, was not mortally hurt. Accordingly we shall see him reappear in the course of this history.
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            THREE CHILDREN
      

         

         A
         S may well be imagined, the English, though they had lost four vessels, had not abandoned their designs on the Isle of France; on the contrary, they had now both a fresh conquest to make and an old defeat to avenge. Accordingly, hardly three months after the events which we have just laid before the reader, a second struggle no less desperate, but destined to result very differently, had taken place at Port Louis itself, that is to say, at a spot in exactly the opposite direction to that where the former took place.

         This time it was not a question of four ships or eighteen hundred men. Twelve frigates, eight corvettes and fifty transports had landed twenty or twenty-five thousand men on the coast, and the invading army was advancing on Port Louis, then called Port Napoléon. This was the capital of the island, and at the moment of being attacked by so large a force presented a spectacle difficult to describe. Everywhere the multitude, hurrying in from different quarters of the island and crowded together in the streets, showed signs of the greatest excitement; as nobody knew the real danger, every one invented some imaginary peril, and those which obtained most credence were the most exaggerated and unheard-of ones. From time to time some aide-de-camp of the General in command would appear suddenly, bringing an order and tossing to the crowd a proclamation intended to arouse the hatred which the Nationalists bore towards the English and to excite their patriotism. On its being read out, hats were raised on the points of bayonets; shouts of “Long live the Emperor” resounded; oaths to conquer or die were exchanged; a shiver of enthusiasm ran through the crowd, which passed from a state of noisy idleness to one of furious activity, and rushed headlong from all quarters, demanding to march upon the enemy.

         But the real meeting-place was the Place d’Armes, that is to say, in the centre of the town. Thither were continually arriving, now an ammunition waggon dragged helter-skelter by two small horses of Timor or Pegu, now a gun brought in at full gallop by the National Artillery, young fellows of fifteen to sixteen years of age, for whom the powder that blackened their faces took the place of beards. There, too, assembled the Civic Guards in fighting trim, Volunteers in miscellaneous garments, who had added bayonets to their sporting guns; negroes clothed in remnants of uniforms and armed with carbines, sabres and lances; all these mingling, colliding, crossing one another, upsetting one another, contributing each his share of noise to the insistent rumour which rose above the town, just as the hum of an innumerable swarm of bees ascends from a large hive.

         Once arrived, however, at the Place, whether rushing in singly or in groups, these men assumed a more regular appearance and a calmer demeanour. At the Place d’Armes was stationed, while waiting for the order to march against the enemy, half of the garrison of the Island, composed of regular troops and forming a total of fifteen to eighteen hundred men, whose attitude, at once proud and nonchalant, was a silent reproach to the noise and confusion made by those who, less familiar with scenes of this kind, had nevertheless the courage and goodwill to take part in them. Accordingly, while the negroes hurried pell-mell to one end of the great square, a regiment of national Volunteers, restraining themselves at sight of the military discipline of the Regulars, halted in front of the troops, forming in the same order as they, and trying, though without success, to imitate the regularity of their lines.

         He who appeared to be the leader of this last body of men, and who, it must be said, gave himself infinite trouble to attain the result we have indicated, was a man from forty to forty-five years of age, wearing a Major’s epaulettes, and endowed by nature with one of those insignificant faces to which no emotion can succeed in imparting signs of intelligence or character. For the rest, he was curled, shaved, smartly got up as if for parade; only, occasionally, he unfastened a clasp of his coat, originally buttoned from top to bottom but which gradually opening, displayed to view an embroidered vest, frilled shirt and white tie with embroidered ends. Near him, a pretty child of twelve, attended by a household negro who stood some yards away, dressed in a suit of dimity, displayed, with that ease which the habit of being well-dressed imparts, his large scalloped collar, his jacket of green camlet with silver buttons, and his grey beaver adorned with a feather. At his side hung with his sabretache the scabbard of a little sword, the blade of which he held in his right hand, trying to copy, as well as he could, the martial bearing of the officer, whom he took care, from time to time to address very loudly as “Father,” a title with which the Major seemed no less flattered than by the illustrious rank in the national militia to which the confidence of his fellow-citizens had raised him.

         At a short distance from this group which swaggered so gaily, might be distinguished another, less brilliant no doubt, but certainly more remarkable. It consisted of a man from forty-five to fortyeight years of age, and two children, one aged fourteen and the other twelve.

         The man was tall and thin, of bony frame, a little bent, not by age, since, as we have said, he was not more than fortyeight at the outside, but by the humility of a subservient position. From his copper tint and slightly woolly hair one could recognise at first glance one of those Mulattos whose fortunes, which are often enormous and the result of their own welldirected industry, avail nothing in the Colonies to excuse their colour. He was dressed with rich simplicity, held in his hand a carbine embossed with gold, armed with a long slender bayonet, and had at his side a cuirassier’s sabre which, thanks to his great height, hung along his thigh like a sword. His pockets bulged with cartridges, in addition to those contained in his pouch.

         The eldest of the two children who accompanied him was, as we have said, a tall lad of fourteen whose sporting pursuits, more than his negro origin, had deepened his complexion. Thanks to the active life he had led he was as strong as a young man of eighteen, and thus had obtained his father’s leave to share in the engagement which was soon to take place. He, on his side, was armed with a double-barrelled gun, the same which he used in his expeditions across the island, and with which, young as he was, he had already gained a reputation for skill which the most celebrated hunters envied him. But, at the present moment, his actual age overcame his apparent age; for having laid his gun down on the ground, he was rolling over and over with an enormous Madagascar hound, which seemed to have come there in case the English should have brought any of their bulldogs with them.

         The young hunter’s brother, younger son of the man of tall stature and humble mien, who completed the group we have endeavoured to describe, was a child of about twelve, whose slim and puny build bore no relation to his father’s great height or the powerful frame of his brother, who seemed to have united in himself alone the vigour intended for both; in contrast therefore to Jacques, as the oldest was called, little Georges seemed two years younger than he really was, so far did his short stature, his pale, thin, and melancholy face, shaded by long dark hair, betoken a lack of the physical strength so common in the Colonies. But, to make up for this, you might read in his uneasy, penetrating look such an eager intelligence, and in the precocious knitting of the brows which was already habitual to him, such a manly reflection and such firmness of will, that you were amazed to meet with such insignificance and such vigour united in one and the same individual.

         Having no weapons, he kept close by his father and grasped with all the strength of his little hand the barrel of the handsome embossed gun, turning his eager and inquiring eyes from his father to the Major, asking inwardly, no doubt, why his father, who was twice as rich and strong and clever as the other, did not also boast like him some honourable badge or individual mark of rank.

         A negro in waistcoat and trousers of blue cloth was waiting, as his comrade was for the child with the scalloped collar, till the time came for the men to march, for the boy would stay behind with him while his father and brother went to fight.

         The noise of cannon had been heard since morning, for General Vandermaesen with the other half of the garrison had marched out to meet the enemy, so as to check them in the defiles of the Long Valley and at the crossing of the Pont-Rouge and Lataniers rivers. He had held on with tenacity the whole morning; but, not wishing to risk all his forces at one blow, and fearing besides that the attack which he met might be merely a feint during which the English would advance on Port-Louis by some other route, he had taken with him only eight hundred men, leaving the rest of the garrison, as has been said, and the national volunteers to defend the town. The result was that, after prodigies of courage, his small force, which had to deal with a body of four thousand English and two thousand sepoys, had been obliged to evacuate position after position, taking advantage of every accident of the ground, but soon forced to retire again; so that from the Place d’Armes, where the reserves were, it was possible, though the actual combatants were invisible, to calculate the progress the English were making by the increasing roar of the artillery drawing nearer and nearer every minute. Presently could be distinguished, between the thunders of the big guns, the crackling of musketry. But it must be onfessed that this noise, instead of frightening those defenders of Port-Louis who, condemned to inaction by their General’s orders, were stationed in the Great Square, only stimulated their bravery; so much so that, while the Regulars were content to bite their lips or swear beneath their moustaches, the Volunteers brandished their weapons, grumbling openly, and crying that, if the order to start was delayed any longer, they would break their ranks and go and fight as skirmishers.

         At this moment there was a general shout, at the same time an aide-de-camp galloped up and, without even entering the Place, raising his hat to attract attention, shouted from the end of the street:—

         “To your entrenchments; the enemy is here!”

         Then he went off as fast as he had come

         At once the drum of the regulars sounded, and the soldiers, forming line with the quickness and precision of long habit, started off at the double.

         Whatever rivalry might exist between the Volunteers and the Regulars, the former could not get away with so rapid a dash. Some moments elapsed before the ranks were formed; then as, when they were formed, some led off with the right foot, others with the left, there was a moment of confusion necessitating a halt.

         At this moment, seeing a vacant place in the middle of the third file of volunteers, the tall man with the ornamented gun embraced the youngest of his children and, putting him into the arms of the negro in the blue suit, ran with his eldest boy modestly to occupy the place which the false start of the Volunteers had left vacant.

         But, at the approach of the two pariahs, their neighbours on the right and left turned aside, forcing the same movement upon the men next to them, so that the tall man and his son found themselves the centre of circles which went moving from them, just as circles of water retire from the spot at which a stone has been thrown in.

         The stout man in Major’s epaulettes, who had with great difficulty just got his first file in order, now perceïved the disorder into which the third was being thrown; rising on his toes, he shouted to those who were executing the singular manœuvre which we have described:—

         “To your ranks, my men! to your ranks!”

         But at this repeated order, made in a tone that admitted no reply, a general shout arose:—

         “No blacks! no blacks with us!”

         This cry the entire battalion echoed with a universal roar.

         Then the officer understood the cause of this disorder, and saw in the centre of a large circle the mulatto who had remained at the “port arms,” while his elder son, red with anger, had already fallen back two paces to get away from those who were pushing him back.

         On seeing this, the Major passed through the two front ranks which opened to make way for him, and went straight for the insolent fellow who had dared, man of colour as he was, to mix with the whites. When in front of him he looked him up and down with an indignant stare, the man remaining before him upright and motionless as a post:—

         “Well! Pierre Munier,” said he, “can’t you hear, or must you be told twice over, that this is not your place and that you are not wanted here?”

         Pierre with his strong right hand might have crushed at a blow the man who spoke thus; but instead of this, he made no reply, only raised his head with a scared look, and, meeting the looks of his questioner, turned away his own in confusion.

         This added fuel to the other’s anger, and still further roused the man’s insolence.

         “Come! What are you doing there?” he asked, giving him a push with his open hand.

         “Monsieur de Malmédie,” answered Munier, “I had hoped that on a day like this difference of colour would disappear in face of the common danger.”

         “You hoped!” said the Major shrugging his shoulders with a loud chuckle. “You hoped! and what gave you this hope, if you please?”

         “The desire that I have to die, if needs be, to save our Island.”

         “Our Island!” muttered the Major. “our Island. Because these fellows have plantations like us, they fancy the Island belongs to them.”

         “The Island belongs to us no more than to you white gentlemen, I am well aware,” replied Munier in a timid voice, “but in we stay for such questions at the hour of fighting, it will soon be no longer either yours or ours.”

         “Enough!” said the Major, stamping his foot to impose silence both by gesture and voice on his interlocutor. “Enough Are you in command of the National Guard?”

         “No, sir, as you very well know,’ answered Munier; “for when I presented myself, you rejected me.”

         “Then what do you want?”

         “I wanted to follow you as a volunteer.”

         “Impossible,” said the Major.

         “Why impossible? Ah! if you would only let me, Mons. de Malmédie.”

         “Impossible,” repeated the Major drawing himself up. “These gentlemen who are under my orders will have no mulattos among them.”

         “No, no blacks,” shouted the National Guards with one voice.

         “But may I not fight them, sir?” said. Munier, letting his arms fall dejectedly byhis sides, and with difficulty keeping back the large tears which trembled on his eye lashes.

         “Form a corps of coloured men and put yourself at their head, or join this detachment of blacks which is going to in follow us.”

         “But—” murmured Pierre.

         “I order you to quit the battalion; order it,” repeated M. de Malmédie, bridling ud.

         “Come, father, come, and leave these men who are insulting you,” said a small voice trembling with anger. And Pierre felt himself pulled back with such force that he retreated a step.

         “Yes! Jacques, yes, I will follow you,” said he.

         “It is not Jacques, father, it is I, Georges.”

         Munier turned in astonishment.

         It was, in fact, the child who had got down from the negro’s arms, and come to give his father this lesson in dignity.

         Munier let his head sink on his breast, and uttered a deep sigh. During this time the ranks of the National Guard had reformed, M. de Malmédie resumed his post at the head of the first file, and the regiment set off at increased speed.

         Pierre Munier remained alone between his two children, one of whom was red as fire, the other pale as death. He glanced at the red face of Jacques and Georges’ pale one, and as if these symptoms were a double reproach to him, exclaimed:— “What would you have, my poor children?—there is no help for it.” Jacques was indifferent and philosophical. The first feeling had been painful to him, no doubt; but reflection had come quickly to his aid and consoled him.

         “Bah!” he replied to his father, snapping his fingers. “What does it matter to us after all if this silly man despises us? We are richer than he, aren’t we, father? And for myself,” he added, casting a side glance at the child with the scalloped collar, “let me find his cub of a Henri at a lucky moment, and I will give him a drubbing which he will remember.”

         “Good, Jacques!” said Pierre Munier, thanking his eldest son for having in some degree relieved his shame by his careless attitude. Then he turned to his younger son, to see if the latter would take the matter as philosophically as the elder.

         But Georges remained motionless: all that his father could discover in his stony countenance was an imperceptible smile which contracted his lips: still, imperceptible as it was, that smile had such a suggestion of contempt and pity that, as we sometimes reply to words that have not been uttered, Pierre answered to this smile:—

         “But what do you want me to do then?”

         And he waited for the child’s answer, disquieted by that vague uneasiness which we never confess to ourselves, but which, however, disturbs us when we await, from an inferior, whom we fear in spite of ourselves, his opinion of something we have done.

         Georges made no reply; but turning his head towards the extremity of the Great Square, said:—

         “Father, the negroes down there are waiting for a leader.”

         “Why, you are right, Georges!” cried Jacques joyously, already consoled for his humiliation by the consciousness of his strength, and reasoning, no doubt, as Cæsar did,—It is better to command these than to obey those.

         And Munier, yielding to the advice given by his youngest son and the impetus imparted by the other, advanced towards the negroes, who, engaged in discussing whom to choose as their leader, no sooner perceived the man whom all coloured people in the island looked up to as a father, than they grouped themselves round him as their natural chief, and begged him to lead them to battle.

         Then a strange change took place in the man. That feeling of inferiority, which he could not overcome in presence of the whites, disappeared and gave way to a proper estimation of his own merit; his bowed frame drew itself up to its full height; his eyes, which he had kept humbly lowered or wandering vaguely before M. de Malmédie, darted fire; his voice, trembling a moment earlier, assumed an accent of formidable sternness, and it was with a gesture of noble energy that, throwing back his carbine slung over his shoulder, he drew his sword, and, extending his sinewy arm towards the enemy, cried “Forward!”

         Then, taking a last look at his youngest child, who had returned to the protection of the negro in the blue suit and, filled with pride and pleasure, was clapping his hands, Pierre disappeared with his black company round the corner of the same street by which the Regulars and National Guards had just disappeared, shouting once again to the negro in the blue jacket:—“Télémaque, look after my son!”

         The line of defence consisted of three divisions. On the left the Fanfaron bastion, situated on the edge of the sea and armed with eighteen cannon; in the centre the entrenchment, properly so called, lined with twenty-four field guns; and, on the right, the Dumas battery, protected by six guns only.

         The victorious enemy, after having advanced at first in three columns on the three different points, abandoned the two first, the strength of which they perceived, so as to concentrate upon the third, which was not only, as has been said, the weakest, but which further was only defended by the National Artillery. However, contrary to all expectation, at the sight of the compact mass which marched on them with the terrible regularity of British discipline, this martial band of young men, instead of being alarmed, ran to their posts, manœuvring with the speed and the skill of veteran soldiers, with a fire so well maintained and directed that the enemy thought themselves mistaken as to the strength of the battery and the men who served it; still, they continued to advance, for the deadlier the battery became, the more imperative it was to silence its fire. But then the confounded battery got angry, and like a juggler who makes us forget one astounding trick by performing another still more astounding, it redoubled its volleys, making shot follow grape, and grape common shot, with such rapidity that disorder began to spread in the hostile ranks. At the same time, and as the British had come within musket-shot, the rifle discharge in its turn began to splutter, so that the enemy, seeing their ranks thinned by cannon shot and whole files swept away by musket fire, astonished by a resistance as vigorous as it was unexpected, wavered and drew back.

         By order of the General in command the Regulars and the National Battalion who had combined on the threatened point now moved off, one to the left, the other to the right, and charged with fixed bayonets on the enemy’s flanks, while the formidable battery continued to pound him in front. The Regulars carried out their manœuvre with their customary precision, fell upon the British, cut through their ranks and increased the disorder. But, whether carried away by their courage, or that they executed the given order clumsily, the National Guards, commanded by M. de Malmédie, instead of falling upon the left flank and making an attack parallel to that executed by the Regulars, made a wrong movement and encountered the British front. Consequently the battery was obliged to cease firing, and as it was this fire especially that frightened the enemy, who now had only to deal with men inferior in number to themselves, they regained courage and turned on the Nationals, who, to their credit be it said, sustained the shock without giving way a single yard. However, this resistance could not last on the part of these brave fellows placed between an enemy better disciplined than themselves and ten times superior in numbers, and the battery which was forced to be silent to avoid overwhelming them; at each moment they lost so many men that they began to give way. Soon, by a skilful movement, the British left outflanked the right of the National Battalion now on the point of being surrounded and who, too inexperienced to adopt the formation in square, were looked upon as lost. The British, in fact, continued their progressive movement and, like a rising tide were about to surround this island of men with their waves, when suddenly shouts of “France! France!” resounded in the rear of the enemy. This was followed by a fearful discharge, succeeded by a silence more dreadful than the discharge itself.

         A strange undulation passed through the enemy’s rear and was felt even in their front ranks; red-coats bent under a vigorous bayonet charge like ripe ears beneath the mower’s sickle; it was now their turn to be surrounded, to have to face front, right and left. But the newlyarrived reinforcement gave them no respite, but kept on charging, so that at the end of ten minutes they had opened a path through a bloody gap to the unlucky battalion and extricated it. Then, seeing that they had accomplished their object, the new arrivals fell back, wheeled to the left with a circular movement, and charged the enemy’s flank. Malmédie, on his side, imitating instinctively the same manœuvre, had given a similar impulse to his battalion, so that the battery, seeing itself unmasked, lost no time, and bursting forth once more aided the efforts of this triple attack, belching torrents of grapeshot on the enemy. From this point victory decided in favour of the French.

         Then Malmédie, feeling himself out of danger, glanced at his liberators, whom he had already partly seen, but hesitated to acknowledge, so much did it go against the grain to owe his safety to such men. It was, indeed, the corps of blacks, so despised by him, that had followed in his wake and joined him at such an opportune moment, and at their head Pierre Munier, who, seeing Malmédie surrounded by the British who thus presented their backs to him, had with his three hundred men caught them in the rear and overthrown them; it was Munier who, after having planned this movement with the genius of a general, had carried it out with the courage of a soldier, and who at this moment finding himself in a position where he need fear nothing except death, fought in front of all, erect at his full height, his eyes flashing, his nostrils dilated, his forehead bare, his hair floating in the wind, enthusiastic, daring, sublime. In short, it was Munier’s voice that was raised from time to time in the midst of the fighting, drowning all the noise of battle to shout “Forward!”

         Then, as to follow him was to advance, and as the disorder in the British ranks increased, the cry was heard “Comrades, make for the flag!” He was seen to hurl himself into the midst of a group of British, fall, spring up again, plunge into their ranks, and after an instant reappear with torn clothes and bleeding forehead, but with the flag in his hand.

         At this moment the General, fearing that the victors might advance too far in pursuit of the British and fall into a trap, gave the order to fall back. The Regulars obeyed first, bringing in the prisoners, the National Guard carrying away the dead; the black Volunteers in the rear, surrounding their flag.

         The whole island had rushed to the port, crowding to see the victors, for the inhabitants of Port-Louis thought in their ignorance that the entire army of the enemy had been engaged, and hoped that the British, after being repulsed so vigorously, would not return to the charge, so, as each corps passed, they were greeted with fresh hurrahs!; all were proud, all victorious, all beside themselves. An unexpected happiness fills their hearts, an unhoped for success turns their heads; the inhabitants had expected to make some resistance, but not to gain a victory: so, when they saw victory so completely and entirely theirs, men, women, veterans and children swore with one mouth that they would work at the entrenchments and die, if needs be, for their defence. Excellent promises, no doubt, and made by all with the intention of keeping them, but not worth, by a great deal, an extra regiment, if an extra regiment could have arrived!

         But, amid this general ovation, no object attracted so much notice as the British flag and the man who had taken it; there were endless cries of astonishment round Munier and his trophy, to which the blacks replied by blustering remarks, while their leader, becoming once more the humble mulatto with whom we are acquainted, satisfied the questions put by each with a timid politeness. Standing near the conqueror, and leaning on his double-barrelled gun, which had not been dumb during the engagement and the bayonet of which was stained with blood, Jacques carried his head proudly, while Georges, who had escaped from Télémaque and joined his father at the port, convulsively clasped his powerful hand and vainly tried to check the tears of joy which fell from his eyes in spite of himself. Close by Munier was M. de Malmédie, no less curled and bedecked than when he started, but with his tie torn, his frill in rags and covered with sweat and dirt; he, too, was surrounded and congratulated by his family; but the congratulations he received were such as are offered to a man who has escaped a danger, not the praises lavished on a victor. So he appeared rather embarrassed by the chorus of affecting solicitude, and, to put a good face on it, was asking loudly where his son Henri and his negro Bijou were, when he saw them both appear making their way through the crowd, Henri to throw himself into his father’s arms, and Bijou to congratulate his master.

         At this moment, some one came to tell Munier that a negro who had fought under him and received a mortal wound, having been carried to a house near the port, wished to see him. Pierre looked round in search of Jacques to entrust him with his flag, but Jacques had discovered his friend the dog again, who in his turn had come with the rest to offer his compliments; he had placed his gun on the ground, and the child getting the better of the man, he and the dog were rolling over and over, some fifty yards off. Georges, seeing his father’s difficulty, stretched out his hand, saying:—

         “Give it me, father; I will take care of it for you.”

         Pierre smiled, and believing that none would dare to touch the glorious trophy which belonged to him alone, kissed Georges on the forehead, handed him the flag, which the child with great difficulty held upright by clasping his hands on his breast, and went off to the house where the sufferings of one of his Volunteers claimed his presence.

         Georges remained alone; but the child felt instinctively that, though alone, he was not isolated; his father’s fame protected him, and his eyes beaming with pride he looked at the crowd that surrounded him; this bright and happy glance then met that of the child with the embroidered collar, and became disdainful. The latter, on his part, eyed Georges with envy, asking himself no doubt why his father too had not taken a flag. This question naturally led him doubtless to say to himself, that, failing a flag of his own, he must monopolise another’s. For, rudely approaching Georges, who, though he saw his hostile purpose, did not draw back a step, he said:—

         “Give me that.”

         “What?” asked Georges.

         “That flag,” replied Henri.

         “This flag is not yours, it’s my father’s.”

         “What has that got to do with me? I want it!”

         “You shall not have it.”

         The child with the embroidered collar then put out his hand to snatch the staff of the flag, an action to which Georges only replied by tightening his lips, becoming paler than usual, and drawing back a step. But this act only encouraged Henri, who, like all spoilt children, thought he had but to ask to get; he stepped forward, and this time laid his plans so well that he grasped the stick, shouting loudly with his little angry voice:—

         “I tell you I want it.”

         “And I tell you you shan’t have it,” repeated Georges, pushing him back with one hand, while with the other he continued to press the captured flag against his chest.

         “Ah! you nigger, you! how dare you touch me?” cried Henri. “Well, you will see.” And, drawing his little sword from the scabbard before Georges had time to defend himself, he struck him with all his strength on the top of the forehead. The blood at once gushed from the wound and trickled down the boy’s face.

         “Coward!” said Georges coldly.

         Exasperated by this insult, Henri was about to repeat the blow, when Jacques, reaching his brother at one bound, sent the aggressor flying ten yards by a vigorous blow in the middle of his face, and, jumping on the sword which the latter had let fall in the struggle, broke it into three or four pieces, spat on it, and tossed the pieces at him.

         It was now the turn of the boy with the embroidered collar to feel the blood run down his face, but he had lost his blood not from a sword blow, but from a blow with the fist.

         All this had passed so rapidly that neither M. de Malmédie, who, as we have said, was engaged a few yards off in receiving the congratulations of his family, nor Munier, who was coming from the house where the negro had just breathed his last, had time to anticipate it. They were merely spectators of the catastrophe, and ran up both at once; Pierre panting, troubled and trembling; Malmédie red with anger and choking with arrogance. They met in front of Georges.

         “Did you see,” cried M. de Malmédie, “what happened just now?”

         “Alas! yes, M. de Malmédie,” answered Pierre, “and, believe me, had I been there, this would not have taken place.”

         “Meanwhile, sir,” cried M. de Malmédie, “your son laid his hand on mine. A mulatto’s son has dared to touch a white man’s son.”

         “I am distressed at what has just taken place, M. de Malmédie,” stammered the poor father, “and humbly offer my apologies.”

         “Your apologies, sir,” replied the angry settler, bridling up as the other humbled himself; “do you think your apologies are sufficient?”

         “What more can I do, sir?”

         “What can you do?” repeated Malmédie, himself at a loss to name the satisfaction he wished to obtain; “you can have that wretch who struck my son whipped.”

         “Have me whipped?” said Jacques, picking up his double-barrelled gun and changing from child to man again. “Well, come and meddle with me yourself, M. de Malmédie.”

         “Hush! Jacques; hush, my son,” cried Pierre.

         “Excuse me, father,” said Jacques, “but I am right, and I will not be silent. M. Henri struck my brother, who was doing nothing to him, with his sword; and I struck M. Henri with my fist. So M. Henri is wrong, and I am right.”

         “Struck my son with his sword, my Georges. Georges, dear child,” cried Munier, going towards his son, “is it true that you are wounded?”

         “It’s nothing, father,” said Georges.

         “What! nothing?” cried Pierre Munier; “why! your forehead is cut open. Look, sir,” he resumed, turning to M. de Malmédie, “Jacques spoke the truth; your son has almost killed mine.”

         Malmédie turned towards Henri, and, as there was no means of resisting the evidence, inquired:—

         “Come, Henri, how did the thing happen?”

         “Papa,” said Henri, “it is not my fault; I wanted the flag to bring it to you, and that wretch wouldn’t give it me.”

         “And why wouldn’t you give my son the flag, you little rascal?” asked M. de Malmédie.

         “Because the flag isn’t yours, or your son’s, or anybody’s, but my father’s.”

         “Well?” asked Malmédie, continuing to question his son.

         “Well, when I saw he wouldn’t give it me, I tried to take it. Then this brute came up and struck me in the face with his fist.”

         “Then that is what happened?”

         “Yes, father.”

         “He is lying,” said Jacques, “and I only struck him when I saw my brother’s blood flowing; but for that, I should never have hit him.”

         “Silence, you villain!” cried M. de Malmédie. Then going up to Georges, he said:—

         “Give me the flag.”

         But Georges, instead of obeying this order, stepped back once more, pressing the flag to his breast with all his might.

         “Give me the flag,” repeated Malmédie in a threatening tone which showed that, if his demand were not complied with, he would resort to the utmost extremities.

         “But, sir,” muttered Pierre, “it was I who took the flag from the British.”

         “I know it, sir, but it shall not be said that a mulatto has coped with a man like me with impunity. Give me the flag.”

         “But, sir”—

         “I will have it, I order it; obey your officer.”

         It entered Pierre’s head to answer, “You are not my officer, sir, since you wouldn’t have me as your soldier”; but the words died upon his lips; his habitual humility got the better of his courage. He sighed; and though obedience to such an unjust order grieved him, he himself took the flag from Georges, who ceased to offer any resistance, and handed it to the Major, who walked off laden with his stolen trophy.

         It was incredible, strange, miserable, to see a man of a nature so rich, vigorous and determined, yield without resistance to that other nature so vulgar, dull, mean, common and poor, yet so it was; and, what is still more extraordinary, the thing surprised nobody, for it happened every day in the colonies, not in similar, but in parallel circumstances. So, accustomed from infancy to respect the white as men of a superior race, Munier had all his life let himself be crushed by that aristocracy of colour to which he had just yielded once more without even attempting to resist. He resembles those heroes who hold their heads high in the face of grape shot, and bend the knee to a prejudice. The lion attacks man, the terrestrial image of God, and flees in alarm when he hears the cock crow.

         As for Georges, who had not shed a tear when he saw his blood trickling down, he burst into sobs on finding his hands empty in presence of his father, who looked at him sadly without even trying to comfort him.

         Jacques, for his part, bit his fists with rage, and vowed to be avenged one day on Henri, M. de Malmédie and all the whites.

         Scarcely ten minutes after the scene which we have just related, a messenger covered with dust rushed up announcing that the British, to the number of ten thousand, were advancing by the Williams plains and the Little River; then, almost immediately, the look-out signalled the arrival of a fresh British squadron which, anchoring in the bay of Grande-Rivière, landed five thousand men on the coast. Finally, it was ascertained at the same time that the division repulsed in the morning had rallied on the banks of the Rivière des Lataniers, and was ready to march again upon Port Louis, combining its movements with the two other invading corps who were advancing, one by Curtois Bay, the other by the Réduit. There were no means of resisting such a force; so, when some despairing voices, appealing to the oath taken in the morning to conquer or die, demanded fight, the Captain-General replied by disbanding the National Guard and the Volunteers, and declaring that, armed with full powers from his Majesty the Emperor Napoleon, he was about to treat with the British for the surrender of the town.

         Only madmen could have tried to combat such a step; twenty-five thousand men surrounded less than four thousand; accordingly, on the order of the Captain-General every one went home, so that the town remained occupied only by the Regulars. On the night of the 2nd of December the capitulation was concluded and signed; at five a.m. it was approved and exchanged; the same day the enemy occupied the lines; on the morrow he took possession of the town and harbour.

         Eight hours afterwards the captured French squadron left the harbour under full sail, carrying the whole of the garrison, like a poor family driven from the paternal roof; so long as the last flutter of the last flag could be seen, the crowd remained on the quay; but when the last frigate had disappeared, every one went home in gloom and silence. Two men remained alone and were the last to leave the harbour, the mulatto Pierre Munier and the negro Télémaque.

         “M. Munier, we will climb the hill; we shall still be able to see Masters Jacques and Georges.”

         “Yes, you are right, my good Télémaque,” cried Pierre Munier, “and if we do not see them, we shall at least see the ship that carries them.”

         And Pierre Munier, dashing off with the rapidity of a young man, in an instant had climbed the hill of the Discovery, from the height of which he could follow with his eyes, until it grew dark, not his sons, for the distance, as he had foreseen, was too great for him to distinguish them any longer, but the frigate Bellona on board which they had embarked.

         In fact, Pierre Munier had resolved, cost him what it might, to sever himself from his children, and was sending them to France under the protection of the worthy General Decaen. Jacques and Georges started then for Paris with recommendations to two or three of the richest merchants in the capital, with whom Pierre Munier had for a long time had business relations. The pretext for their departure was to get their education. The real cause of their absence was the very evident hatred shown towards both of them by M. de Malmédie since the day of the flag incident, a hatred on account of which their poor father trembled, especially with their known disposition, lest they should become the victims.

         As for Henri, his mother was too fond of him to part from him. Besides, what did he want to learn? unless it was that every coloured man was born to respect and obey him.

         Well! as we have seen, that was a thing Henri had already learned by heart.
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