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Boston Symphony Hall, April, 1938, where Hans Wiener’s dance troupe has been rehearsing the ballet, The Incredible Flutist for weeks, accompanied only by a recording for piano four-hands. So when they finally heard Walter Piston’s music played by the Boston Pops, “...they all broke into cheers, because they’d been hearing little plinks on a disk,” he recalled. The conductor, Arthur Fiedler, was taken aback, “What am I going to do, I can’t stop ‘em.” Piston replied, “Don’t stop ‘em. This is going to be the best part of the ballet.” 

Not only was the spontaneous outburst from the dancers woven into the ballet, but Piston persuaded Fiedler to allow the orchestra’s contra-bassoonist, Boaz Pillar, to imitate a dog bark, adding a “woof-woof” at the end of the march. Despite a warm reception of the ballet’s premiere on May 30, 1938, it is rarely performed, perhaps because the piece requires a full orchestra. However, in 1939 Piston distilled the music into a much shorter piece sans dance, Suite from the Ballet, The Incredible Flutist. 

Premiered by Fritz Reiner and the Pittsburg Symphony in 1940, the Suite was an initial success, despite being a departure from Piston’s penchant for absolute music (music for its own sake). Notably, both the cheering during the march, and the subsequent barking were incorporated into the Incredible Flutist Suite, with some variation, including barking by conductor Leonard Slatkin’s own dog on the RCA recording by the Saint Louis Symphony. Piston’s score also includes some purposeful wrong notes for the circus band, creating musical puns that belie his reputation as a buttoned-down academic.
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Part I: The Incredible Flutist


Chapter 1
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Mauléon-Soule, in the Basque corner of France, 1914, when Urtzi (Sky) was ten years old. “My mother said to me, ‘Wake-up, little one. Run and get Arrosa. Tell your brothers goodbye while you can. God forbid, but we may never see them again.’ They were both sitting at the kitchen table, drinking coffee, waiting their turn to go into the trenches. I hugged them as quickly as I could, afraid I’d cry. I held off my tears as long as possible, but they began streaming down my face half-way up the mountain.

“I was never so glad to see our dog, Balio, who came bounding towards me as I called out to Arrosa. ‘Hurry,’ I said to her, ‘Mama says we may never see them again.’

“‘Bite your tongue, Urtzi.’ She was trying to be gruff with me, but I could see tears welling up in her eyes as she left. I felt contagious, making my sister cry with my sadness. As soon as she was gone, I felt completely abandoned. Except by Balio, who stayed close to me, sensing my grief. That was the moment I realized I could put more trust in animals than people.

“Sheep are another matter, because they’re practically human in their stupidity, blindly following anyone who can herd them. They cower when confronted by dogs half their size, carrying out their master’s orders. Like soldiers. The big difference is that sheep have a stronger drive for self-preservation. They won’t willingly hurl themselves over a cliff.

“I understand how this works, all too well, because I was bred to be a shepherd. It runs in our family for generations, more than I can count. Probably from the beginning of human history, if you stop to think about it. I’ve talked with the ghosts of my ancestors, who don’t reply to me in words, but I inherited their instincts. I can sense danger, and when my brothers left for the war, I knew that our lives would be changed forever.

“What should have been my playground as a boy turned into a wilderness, where I was left alone to guard sheep, night after night, with only Balio, and my mother and sister to keep me company. As Arrosa developed into a young woman, the war drew closer to us, increasing the danger for her in the mountains. We took turns tending the flock, with Arrosa looking after them during the day, while I spent the night in the mountains, keeping a fire burning. I gradually came to understand that the stars were on fire as well, not just points of light in the sky. 

“From time to time I would glimpse Arrosa’s friend, Sabine, whose family had an orchard across the valley from us. They were French, while we prided ourselves on being Basque. The border between us was invisible, and even though we were neighbors, they might as well have been in another country. Arrosa was the only one in our family who spoke any French, having learned some in school. Going to school was out of the question for me now. I was needed at home.

“Despite being a medic, my father had been one of the first casualties of the war, killed on a train headed for Belgium. The absurdity of his death was not lost on me, even as a ten-year old. All of his skill as a healer wasted, even before he could be of any use in the war. It was just the beginning of my doubts about God, who continued to abandon us as the war ground us down.

“Almost two years passed before my brother, Ander, returned, missing an arm. As the oldest, he had been expected to follow in the footsteps of my father; Ander no longer had a future as a shepherd. Mercifully, he was able to find work as a bookkeeper in Bayonne. We were happy for him, of course, but like so many Basque men, he had to move to the city to survive.

“My mother’s heart was torn again when Arrosa fell for a peddler from Bilbao, who was making the rounds selling silver jewelry. Though not a handsome man, he possessed charisma, taking advantage of the lack of able-bodied men in the area. As a Spaniard, he was able to sit out the war, even if it curtailed much trade. He had to cast a wide net to find anyone who could afford his wares, but thrived on variety. Even Arrosa’s friend, Sabine, warned her, but my sister was seduced.

“I was too young to understand what was going on, but I suspected something when I saw the Spaniard coming down the mountain one evening, whistling to himself. When I asked Arrosa about him, she pretended that she hadn’t seen anyone. I had never heard her lie before, and I was crushed that she had lied to me, of all people. I trusted her completely, and I thought she trusted me. I had yet to learn the perils of desire.

“Even Arrosa should have known that she had no future with the peddler, but she must have been desperate for a taste of love. Living so far out in the country there were few opportunities for her to meet any men her age, even in the best of times. I didn’t blame her for succumbing to the Spaniard’s charms, but she broke the trust between brother and sister. 

“One night, while I was half asleep by the fire, Balio began barking and chased after an animal. I called for him the rest of the night, but I couldn’t leave my flock unattended. When Arrosa came to relieve me, I told her that Balio was missing. She wanted to go look for him, but I insisted that she take her turn guarding the sheep. There was no point in arguing with me. He had disappeared on my watch, so I set off to find him.

“From the sound of Balio’s barking, I figured he must have headed down the valley, towards the orchard owned by Sabine’s family. They had planted a grove of apple trees along the bank of the river, where the trees could survive the summer heat. As I crossed the river, I realized that I had never been that far afield before. Following the river down the mountain, I thought I spotted someone by a stone hut.

“As I drew closer I could see Sabine, comforting Balio, who has lying on a blanket with a bandage on his front leg.  Not wanting to frighten her, I called out and Balio began yelping.  Running towards them, I could see that Sabine had fashioned a splint for his broken leg. She had used a couple of slats from an apple crate, tied with a piece of rope and her scarf. I was glad he didn’t try to get up, but when Balio didn’t wag his tail, I knew he must be in pain.

“Sabine tried to explain what happened, but I had no idea what she saying, as she was speaking French. When I tried speaking to her, she obviously didn’t understand Basque. All we could do was look at each other. Under other circumstances, we might have laughed, but with Balio injured the situation was serious. We both realized that we needed Arrosa to translate. It was clear that Balio couldn’t stay here by himself. We had to find some way to move him.

“Grasping the blanket from both sides, we managed to lift Balio onto the applecart that was stashed in the hut. It was designed to be pulled by a horse, but with each of us holding on to a strut, we were able to pull the cart. Getting across the river was another matter. Sabine showed me a swimming hole downstream, where we could avoid rocks. The sandy bottom made for slow going, and I ended up pulling the cart with both hands, while Sabine pushed. The hardest part was keeping Balio still when we forded the river, because he wanted to jump in the water—despite a broken leg.

“On the way to the refuge, it was all I could to stop staring at Sabine, who I’d only seen from a distance. We had never been face to face, and the sight of her was breathtaking. She was only two years older than I was, but much more mature. I was tall for my age, but gangly. She was almost as tall as me, but filled out nicely, and graceful. Almost a young woman, light years away from me.

“Listening to Arrosa and Sabine chattering in French to each other made me feel like an idiot, but even I could tell that there was some tension between them. I found out later that Sabine had resented the attention that Arrosa paid to the Spaniard. I wasn’t the only one who felt betrayed. Listening to Arrosa translate for me, I could tell that Sabine was completely bewildered by our language. Perhaps it was just as well I couldn’t tell her how much I liked her. I’m sure I would have made a fool of myself.

“With Balio unable to herd sheep until his leg healed, I had to work harder than ever. It also made me realize how dependent we were on animals. At that age, I didn’t understand that we would have to replace Balio one day, but such a future was unimaginable. So was my brother’s death, near the end of the Great War, as the Germans were retreating. Having turned the tide of the war, my hope of seeing my brother continued to grow, only to be crushed.

“My mother took it harder than anyone, knowing that she would spend the rest of her life grieving for him and my father. She must have sensed that Arrosa would leave home as soon as the war was over, with the return of the young men. Her future was not on the farm, but somewhere far from home. I had now become the chosen one to carry on our ancient way of life.

“Arrosa was amused by my sudden interest in learning French, knowing full well that I had a crush on Sabine. I didn’t need my sister to tell me that 16 year-old girls want nothing to do with mere boys, but I was confident that I was going to beat the odds. I was starting to show signs of growing up, losing my chubby cheeks and feeling my body grow harder. I had no stubble on my face yet, but my teenage hormones were kicking in. Even Arrosa remarked on my growth spurt, quite a compliment from a sister who had turned into a young woman.

“When I turned 14, my mother gave me a wooden flute that my grandfather had played, though I never got to hear him. ‘I couldn’t afford to buy you a new one, but I’ve heard you play your penny whistle, and you show some promise. Perhaps you can woo a woman with music, since you have so little to say. Speaking French may help you find your tongue. Until then, you can learn to express yourself with music.’ This was as close to mentioning the facts of life as I had ever heard from my mother, and I was pleased that she thought I was growing up.

“I must have tried even the patience of the sheep with my playing, not only because my lack of skill, but my limited repertoire. The few tunes I knew I had learned from my father, who didn’t play any instruments, but sang to pass the time as a shepherd. One summer morning, I was playing my flute when Arrosa came to relieve me, accompanied by Sabine. They wanted to know if I could stay a little longer, so they could go for a dip in the river.

“I was embarrassed to be caught playing, but was flattered when Sabine told me I sounded pretty good. The best part was that I understood what she was saying. The little bit of French I had learned was already paying off. I agreed, of course, but waiting for Arrosa to return seemed like hours. I was tormented by the image of Sabine in the pool we had crossed, wondering what she looked like without any clothes on.  

“When Arrosa returned, I pretended to go home, but once I was out of sight, I headed for the orchard. Not exactly lying, but pretty close. I found Sabine up on a ladder, picking apples. ‘You’re just in time to help,’ she said, tossing an apple to me. Luckily, I caught it, and she tossed more apples at me, as if it were a test. I only dropped one, calling out Pardonnez moi; she corrected me, nicely, almost flirting by suggesting that I didn’t need to be formal with her.

“Knowing that my mother might worry about me for being late, I told Sabine that I needed to go home. ‘Why don’t you come back tomorrow and help me pick apples. It would be a lot more fun if you were here, and we could have a picnic. I’m sure your mother would approve. You can tell her you’re taking French lessons.’

“My mother must have expected Sabine to break my heart, but she knew there was no point in trying to protect me. Sooner or later I had to put my toe in the water, and learn about life.

“Sabine and I probably shouldn’t have had wine with our picnic, but we were trying to emulate grown-ups; we had both tasted wine, of course, at the dinner table, but we were on our own this time. We didn’t get drunk, but both had a couple of glasses, which loosened our inhibitions. ‘I’ll race you to the river,’ she said. She just beat me to the pool, quickly pulling off her clothes, and diving into the shallow water. She seemed amused by my embarrassment as I stripped down to nothing.

“The cold water dampened my excitement, but as we began to splash each other with water we both were aroused. She took me by the hand and led me to a patch of grass along the riverbank. Neither of us had made love before, so we savored the moment, in a state of wonder. Knowing so little, I looked into her eyes to see what pleased her. Sabine said, ‘We’re going to remember this day the rest of our lives. So let’s take our sweet time.’ I took her French lesson to heart.”

Mauléon-Soule, November 11, 1918. “The Armistice of Compiègne took effect on the 11th minute, at the 11th hour, on the 11th day, on the 11th month. Bells tolled throughout France, but it took several hours for the news to travel to our corner of the world. I only found out when Sabine slipped away to celebrate, finding her way to me by moonlight. We curled up by the fire and watched the stars all night, naming them for all the people we knew who had died.

“As we made love, I could see the dark sky reflected in her eyes. A shooting star flashed across the sky, in a miniature shower of light. I wanted to tell her what I had witnessed, but my French failed me. I still had so much to learn. Taking her by the hand, I led her down to the river. In a pool by the riverbank, I pointed to the shimmering reflections of the stars. As I reached into the pool, the stars disappeared in the turbulence. With my hand dripping wet, I held it up to her eyes, in what felt like a kind of baptism.”

*
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Mauléon-Soule, 1919. “After the war, Arrosa hoped she might finally meet a man who would capture her heart, but she waited in vain, watching life pass her by. One fall day, Balio started barking at a stranger on horseback in the distance; another horse was tethered behind his mount. The young man waved to her, to show he meant no harm. Mindful of Balio, he asked her to call off the dog, who warily circled around him and the horses. When the man got within earshot, he spoke to her, keeping a respectful distance.

“ ‘I am sorry to bother you, mademoiselle, but I’m looking for wood for a boat I’m building in St. Jean de Luz. I’m especially in need of a strong tree that might make a good mast. I’m hoping to find wood with some give to it, not something brittle. It’s for a fishing boat, so it needs to bend with the wind.’

“Arrosa replied, ‘Your instincts are sound, monsieur, for the woods you can see at the base of the mountain are untouched. No one has ever gone to the trouble of harvesting the timber, because it’s too far to carry the wood; and truth be told, no one was ever claimed the land. Our family has let our sheep graze there as long as I can remember. I cannot grant you permission to cut any wood, but I can’t imagine that anyone would object.’

“The boat-builder thanked Arrosa, and headed to the distant woods. He returned late in the afternoon, with his pack horse dragging a log from the top of a red oak. He stopped to thank Arrosa. ‘I am much obliged to you, mademoiselle. Even the smell of the wood confirms its quality. I learned the hard way that appearances can be deceptive, and now trust my other senses over my eyes. How can I repay you for your kindness?’

“ ‘Perhaps you could make an offering along your way, monsieur. For my mother’s sake, I ask that you use your skills to make her a walking stick, as she finds it difficult to climb the mountains anymore. ‘

“He granted both of her requests, carving the walking stick from the tree he had cut down. Using a slender branch, he carved an intricate motif into the handle, depicting a mountain plunging into the sea, with a boat under full sail. It took him a good while to do the carving, while he camped out near the refuge, and took his meals with Arrosa. I think it’s fair to say that he was stalling, but no one wished to break the spell.

“The time finally arrived for the boat-builder to present the walking stick to our mother. He spoke plainly to her. ‘When Arrosa asked me to carve a walking stick, I confess I had my own mother in mind. Like you, she lost her husband, who was taken by the sea. Much to her relief, I did not follow in my father’s footsteps. I cannot stomach the ocean, but found my calling building boats instead. I tell you this because I would like your blessing in marrying Arrosa.’

“My mother replied to him, kindly. ‘I have always dreaded losing Arrosa, but you have put my fear to rest. You have taken the time to win her heart, and have won my respect as well. The quality of your workmanship, and the thoughtfulness you have put into the design are remarkable. But it is your patience that won me over. You went to great lengths to find just what you were looking for, rather than settling for anything less. Seeking the finest wood for your boat, you were doubly rewarded, finding Arrosa as well. I give you my blessing with all my heart, son.’”

Camou-Cihigue, France, 1922. “Sabine and I were married at a chapel overlooking the river that brought us together. We were eager to bring new life into the world, but she had trouble conceiving. This turned out to be a blessing, as we had two more precious years together before Sabine died giving birth to our son, Pelo. I could not bring myself to hold him, but ran from our house, making my way up the mountain. Not to seek solace, but to rail against God.

“I did not return until the funeral, three days later. I was relieved to find that my uncle and his wife were prepared take care of Pelo, who would grow up in Spain. There was no question of having him live with me. My heart was as cold as stone. Over the next few years I dared God to strike me dead, and to let me be re-united with Sabine in the after-life. I was already a ghost. I went through the motions of living, tending the sheep, watching the stars each night, hoping to join them in the sky. It was just a matter of time before I could look down on earth from above.”
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Chapter 2
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Fast forward to June, 1940, high in the Pyrenees in southwest France, where Urtzi hears a couple of airplanes, even before he sees them. His livelihood depends on his ears and eyes, to guard against predators and to watch the weather. He has never seen anything like these German fighters, streaking across the sky towards the Atlantic coast, scattering his sheep with noise of their engines. Up until now Urtzi has been almost oblivious of the war, which has yet to touch this corner of France. The sudden collapse of Allied Forces is about to change all of that, with the Fall of France, after just six weeks of battle (May-June 1940).

Urtzi understands that war brings out the worst in people, and he much prefers the company of his dogs, a Great Pyrenees and a Pyrenean Shepherd. His smelly sheep keep most interlopers away, so he can spend his time outdoors, underneath the sky.

His son, Pelo, has made it clear that he has no interest in ever joining his father as a shepherd, and has become an accomplished stone mason. Urtzi has reached a stand-off with his son and with God. Mostly, Urtzi keeps his own counsel, with the exception of Sabine, who he talks with frequently, as if she were his constant companion. Soon he will also have to deal with German soldiers and French collaborators, as the borders of his world are redrawn.

Following a brief armistice, the Germans occupy northern France and a narrow corridor along the county’s west coast, including most of the Basque region in the southwest. These new borders have a direct impact on Urtzi, whose home village is now in the Occupied Zone, effectively partitioning his grazing territory. Instead of being free to roam across the French-Spanish Pyrenees, Urtzi now has to navigate shifting borders guarded by invading soldiers who know nothing about Basque culture. This ignorance will prove a boon to the Resistance, which will be able to use Basque-speaking guides to pass refugees through the Pyrenees.

Urtzi also has to contend with some local police and paramilitary forces collaborating with the Nazis and Vichy government. These unlikely allies combine the worst of each, resulting in a toxic mix of arrogance and opportunism. For Urtzi, the worst offenders are the local collaborators who know the area, but couldn't care less about anyone except themselves. 

These bad apples would be dangerous on their own, but with Vichy-supported terrorism, such traitors turn rotten to the core. Urtzi is especially taken aback by the repetition of events from WWI, when complacency paved the way for France’s demise. Although Urtzi identifies himself as Basque, rather than French or Spanish, his loyalty is to the land that underlies these arbitrary borders. In that respect, the Fall of France is a catastrophe on a scale that he never imagined.

July, 1940, in Oloron-Sainte-Marie on the French side of the Pyrenees, shortly after the Battle of France. A former Roman settlement, the town is situated at the confluence of mountain rivers flowing from three valleys. Although Oloron is still in the so-called “free zone” negotiated by the Vichy government, the Germans have already made their presence known along the border, and will soon take over the entire country. Caught in the middle of this quickly unfolding war is an American dance company from Boston, who are on European tour of the recent ballet by composer Walter Piston and choreographer Hans Wiener (who changed his name to Jan Veen in 1941, in protest over the German occupation of Austria, where he was born.) 

To reduce costs, the dance troupe has developed an abbreviated version of the ballet tailored to Piston’s Incredible Flutist Suite, relying on local orchestras to perform the music. This strategy also provides an opportunity for European exposure to American culture—foreshadowing subsequent goodwill tours sponsored by the State Department during the Cold War. However, this pioneering dance troupe had not reckoned on being caught in the middle of a war. They’re heading south to Spain to keep out of harm’s way, but now find themselves trapped on the border. Nonetheless, the show must go on. 

The dance troupe’s presence has drawn the attention of the Germans in the occupied zone along the Basque coast. Despite the fact that the Nazis have no official business in the inland area, they send a patrol to keep an eye on the suspicious group of Americans who could well contain spies, and are likely undesirables in any case. Besides, everyone knows that it’s just a matter of time before the Germans take over the whole country, and there has been little opportunity to mount any resistance.

During a performance of the ballet in Oloron’s Théâtre La Baraque, the American dancers are setting the scene in the market of a sleepy village, using a painted backdrop and props from the market. The pace of the music picks up with the arrival of a traveling circus, led by a flutist. Following the tradition established in the original ballet by the Boston Pops, when the “circus troupe” arrives in the market, some of the members of the orchestra stand up, shouting and waving in excitement. 

A German officer in the audience stands up and yells, “Stop the music. This is outrageous! Take your American music and go home.” He turns to the audience and commands, “Disperse or you will be arrested.”

When the members of the dance company start to head for their dressing rooms backstage, the local priest tells them quietly, “Get dressed as quick as you can and meet me in the church, where you should be safe for now.” 

After all of the dancers have made it to the church, the priest closes the door and turns to the dancers. “That Nazi officer and his henchmen will be expecting you to return to your hotel, so if you go back there you could be arrested and deported, if you’re lucky, or sent to a concentration camp if you’re not. He could have you shot if he feels like it. You’ve already seen he has no sense of humor, which makes him a very dangerous man indeed. He now has a pretense for taking action against what the Nazis consider degenerates. You need to get across the border before it’s completely sealed.” 

They hear loud knocking at the door of the church and the priest calls out, “We’re closed for the evening. Please come back in the morning.” 

The German officer shouts back, “I demand that you open the door. I have reason to believe that you are harboring the Americans, who could be spies.” 

The priest replies, “I am providing them with sanctuary, which is a time-honored tradition. And let me remind you that Germany is not at war with the United States.” 

Exasperated, the German officer says, “Not yet, you fool. But we have conquered France, and I command you to open the door.” 

The priest passes out some maps and briefs the dance troupe: “You’ll call attention to yourself if you go together, so I advise you to split into groups. Stay off the roads as much as possible. There are several trails used by hikers and shepherds but most of them aren’t marked, so keep your eyes open. If you get lost, just head for the passes through the mountains. But watch out for ice and snow, because there can be avalanches as the snow melts.” 

He opens one of the maps to show them the lay of the land. Then he asks them if any of them speak French, and four of the troupe raise their hands. “These are your team captains. Follow me, because you need to get moving before the Nazis break down the door.” He leads them downstairs to a door hidden by some curtains, and they make their way through a tunnel that leads outside. The tunnel is a remnant of the medieval era, when a succession of wars tore the country apart.

Heeding the advice of the priest, the dancers set off in different directions to cross the Pyrenees. Three of the groups follow the trails along the banks of the rivers that converge in Oloron. Figuring that the least obvious route is the safest, James (the dancer who plays the flutist) leads his group up a sheep’s trail through the forest. The way proves difficult to follow in the moonlight, but the dancers are in good shape, managing to ascend the mountain fairly quickly. As dawn breaks, they find themselves on a narrow ridge overlooking a gorge at the base of the snowcapped summit.

Heading down the sheep’s trail, Urtzi spots three figures making their way up the mountain. His first thought is smugglers, who could be dangerous, so he diverts his herd into a meadow at the bottom of a ravine. The higher pastures have been hit by a squall, covering the grass with snow.  

As James and his two compatriots (Ben and Marie) tread carefully along the slippery trail, the snowpack on the high ridge starts to slide down the steep rock face above them, cascading into an avalanche. They are swept over the edge into a crevasse, in a thunderous roar.

Startled by the sound of the avalanche, Urtzi rushes down the trail, leaving his dogs to guard the sheep. The ledge is covered with snow, with no sign of the three people he saw in the distance. He runs down the trail as quickly as he can, slipping and sliding in the mud and snow. The snow has muffled the sound of the river in the gorge, creating an eerie silence. Urtzi calls out, hoping that someone may still be alive, but there is no reply.

There’s no way to reach them from above, so Urtzi runs back to retrieve his dogs, who are his best hope for finding any survivors. Heading back down the trail with his animals, Urtzi is confronted by a policeman, accompanied by German soldier and his dog; the German Shepherd starts barking furiously at Urtzi’s huge guard dog and his smaller herding dog. The solider reins in his dog, who is no match for the Great Pyrenees. 

The policeman demands to know if he’s seen anyone. Urtzi shakes his head, figuring the less he says the better, but the policeman demands an answer. “I asked you a question, peasant.”

“Not a soul.”

The German solider starts speaking in very broken French, while the policeman rolls his eyes at the soldier’s butchery of the language. “We’re looking for some foreigners. They’re short and scrawny, like a lot of degenerates. We’re closing the border, so you need to stay on this side of the mountains. You need to fatten up your sheep for our troops, who will be arriving soon. Do you understand?” 

Urtzi replies, “Perfectly” and steps away from the trail with his dogs. The German soldier and the policeman continue up the trail, but their dog has lost the scent, which has been covered up by the tramping of the sheep.

Urtzi continues down the mountain, eager to see if there are any survivors. Crossing the river at the bottom of the gorge, he drives his herd into a clearing, where he leaves the sheep to graze. He’s reluctant to leave the sheep unattended, but he needs his dogs to find the Americans. They won’t last long buried in the snow. Letting his dogs run ahead of him, Urtzi is encouraged to hear a voice. It is Marie, calling for Ben and James. The fall knocked the wind out of her, but she landed close to the surface. She can see Ben’s foot sticking out of the snow, but there is no sign of James, who was the first to be swept away. 

As Urtzi comes upon the scene, his dogs are barking like crazy. Urtzi’s Great Pyrenees, Gordo, starts digging in the snow, while his mongrel, Virgule, helps uncover Ben; he had stuck his hands out when he landed, leaving an air pocket, but he’s run out of oxygen. As they dig him out, Ben starts gasping for breath. He’s disoriented from being upside down in the snow, but soon recovers his wits. 

By the time Urtzi can dig James out of the snow with Gordo’s help, he’s unresponsive. Urtzi’s afraid to move James, who could have broken bones, but he can’t leave him where he fell. With the help of Ben and Marie, Urtzi lifts him out of the snow and puts him over his shoulder, struggling to find his footing as he makes his way along the riverbank. They need to warm him up, but they can’t build a fire in plain sight. 

The situation is complicated by the language barrier, as neither Ben nor Maria speak French or Basque, but that impediment seems superfluous at this point. Urtzi leads them back down the river to the clearing, and lays James on the ground. He begins to break off branches from some of the trees, and the Americans follow his lead. After making a pile of branches, they lift James onto the bed of foliage and cover him with the wool blanket that Urtzi keeps in his sheepskin backpack. Like his forbearers, he carries everything he needs on his back.

Urtzi uses his dogs to round up his sheep, making a tight circle around the pile of branches. He’s hoping the heat of their bodies will help warm James, who is still unconscious; his blue lips don’t bode well for his recovery. Urtzi knows that James needs medical attention, but getting him to a doctor is out of the question. The best Urtzi can do is take him to his refuge, where Ben and Maria can hide until he can find a way to get them to Spain.

There is no question of moving James during daylight, so Urtzi uses the time to make a stretcher. He knows he’ll have to take the blanket off of James, but there’s no other way to move him. As the sky has begun to cloud up, there is a possibility of rain, which could be life-threatening to James. The prospect of moon-light has dimmed, so they need to get going while there’s still some light.

In preparation for the journey, Urtzi shares the little food he has brought with him. He normally carries a week’s worth of provisions, but had planned to stock up in Oloron. Breaking off some chunks of bread, he passes them to Ben and Maria, along with some mutton jerky. Then he takes a pull of wine from his goatskin bag, passing it around as well. 

As they prepare to leave, Urtzi does his best to convey what he’s up to, without speaking. Having noticed that Ben is limping, Urtzi has no way of telling what’s wrong, but he knows he can’t rely on Ben to help carry the stretcher. Pulling his blanket off of James to make the stretcher, Urtzi lays it on the ground and rolls up the two branches he’s fashioned as handles, tying them with rawhide at each end.

Urtzi puts his hand on Ben’s shoulder, to let him know he needs to get out of the way. Looking towards Maria, he motions for her to grab James feet. She follows Urtzi’s lead as he puts his hands under James’s shoulders and lays him on the blanket. James is still comatose, but his skin has regained some color. It’s hard to tell if he’s breathing at all, but there’s a faint heartbeat.

Despite being petite, Maria proves to be indefatigable, perhaps because of her diligent training as a dancer. Her agility is also useful as they zig-zag their way up the valley to Urtzi’s shelter. Their hike entails repeated crossings of the stream that meanders down the valley, with slippery rocks and steep inclines that are hard to navigate with the stretcher. Ben’s limp makes it impossible for him to keep up with them, but he manages the climb with the aid of Urtzi’s walking stick.

Situated just below the rim of the valley, Urtzi’s shelter has a commanding view of the area. In the distance are the peaks of some of the highest mountains in the Pyrenees, but their summits are no longer visible. Clouds have obscured the moonlight, and by the time the exhausted hikers reach the shelter, the rain hits, blown sideways by the wind. They have arrived none too soon.

Made of river rock, with a steep timbered roof, Urtzi’s shelter is barely big enough for himself and his dogs. He’s not prepared to fit three more people into the windowless space, but they place James on a straw mattress near the fireplace. Deftly making a fire, Urtzi goes outside to retrieve some straw bales stashed in the woodshed; made from grass gathered during the fall, these bales serve as emergency rations for the sheep. Even in summer, snow is always a threat this high in the mountains. 

Spreading the straw on the floor of the shelter, Urtzi passes out blankets to his guests; wool is his gold. He barters for everything he needs, completely dependent on his sheep. The sound of rain is almost deafening inside the cramped shelter, but the crackling fire warms everyone’s spirits. Reaching down to put his hand on James’ forehead, Urtzi is alarmed by the clammy feel of his skin.

*
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In Oloron, the ringing of the church bells has summoned the townspeople to the square, where the priest is being held captive by the German officer and his henchmen. He addresses the crowd: “This man is a member of the resistance, masquerading as a priest. He aided and abetted the escape of American agents pretending to be dancers. He defied my orders to open the door to the church. The penalty for this treason to the Wehrmacht is death. We have come here to save Western Europe from invaders. 

“Russia has already tried to stop us from uniting Europe and soon the Americans will gang up on us. No one, not even a priest, can flout the Vichy government. Soon, all of France will be under Nazi control. Either you’re with us, or against us.” He pulls out his pistol and shoots the priest; there is a collective gasp of horror from the onlookers. Everyone knows that the German has no authority in the unoccupied zone, but no one dares to do anything. 

Oblivious to this horrendous event, Urtzi has been preparing to move his herd to Spain before the Germans have sealed the border. They have already telegraphed their plans to occupy all of France by establishing the perimeter, stationing more and more troops in the Pyrenees. Their growing presence makes it imperative to move as soon as possible. Saddled with three foreigners without their identity papers, Urtzi is struggling to come up with a way to escort them to Spain without losing everything he has. He has half a mind to escape while he can, and let them fend for themselves. Only one of them is any condition to make the journey through the mountains.

Urtzi feels a chill up his spine when his dogs begin barking an alarm. He has trained them to chase intruders away from the herd. Like birds guarding a nest, his dogs bark furiously to distract the interloper. Climbing the rise behind his shelter, Urtzi sees two figures on horseback, and heads down the slope to investigate.

By the time he descends the hill, Urtzi’s dogs have stopped barking, only increasing his alarm. As he emerges into the clearing, Urtzi is surprised to see Louis, the owner of the bakery in Oloron, accompanied by a young woman wearing a black veil. “Sorry to disturb you, Urtzi, but I need to get Céleste out of harm’s way. Have you heard the news? Father Bernard has been murdered. The Nazis have shown what they’re capable of. Céleste will be safer in Barcelona, where we have family. If there’s any way you could accompany us through the mountains, I’d be much obliged. I’m pretending that we’re on our way to her grandmother’s funeral, but our ruse isn’t going to fool anyone bent on evil.”
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