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I was born Robbie Macgregor. To many people, I am a traitor. To the French people I grew up with, I certainly was. To the English I fought for, I probably was; and to my Scottish relatives? I suppose it depends on to whom you spoke. I take no blame for any of this; it was all an accident of birth and of death.

My great-grandfather Robert Macgregor left Scotland with Bonnie Prince Charlie after the failed Jacobite rising of 1745. He was loyal to the former king and brought all his family to live in France with the king. His hope was that the Stuarts would be returned to the throne. The Macgregors felt a kinship with the Stuarts and they were loyal. When he died his son Alistair, my grandfather, clung on to the belief that we would prevail and the King of Scotland would be returned to the throne. He married another of the children of the exiles and in 1758 they had my mother, Marie. I suspect had things remained the same I would have been brought up as an exiled Scottish Laird. I would have lived a life of parties, hunting, and learning to be a gentleman but fate can be cruel. My grandfather and grandmother were both victims of one of the periodic plagues which swept through France at that time. Bonnie Prince Charlie left France and my mother was taken in by one of my grandfather’s friends, the Count de Breteuil. I never knew where the money went. Perhaps it was put in trust with my grandfather’s friend. I do not know.

All of this, you understand, was told to me by my mother but she always spoke the truth to me. Those years were good ones for my mother and she was educated as a lady. She was brought up as the daughter the count had never had. Sadly, the old man died and his son, a captain in the Chevau-Légers, returned to take the title and the lands. 

Count Louis de Breteuil was an arrogant, cold, and cruel man and he was my father. My mother was attractive and he made her pregnant. There is no pleasant way to put it. They are the facts. I have no idea why he did not marry her save that he had the option of marrying into another aristocratic French family. My mother had nothing. Her money had gone and she had no title. She was handy and she was pretty. He had been in the army for some years while she had been growing up. If it sounds like I am making excuses then you are probably right. I have to see some good in my father. He was never cruel to her, nor was he kind. He made love to her regularly and then ignored her. She had a room; it was not the best in the house but neither was it the worst. It was large enough for the two of us after I was born. The other women on the estate were also visited by my father but they knew how to prevent children. My mother had been brought up a lady and did not. I was the count’s little bastard. A term used by some of those on the estate who disliked my mother.

Once I was born she became less attractive to the aristocrat and became an unpaid servant in the house. She worked as his secretary. Her penmanship was excellent and she could write a good letter. She also managed the books and finances of the château. He refused to give me his name but he did take an interest in me. Perhaps that was another reason why my mother was kept on. He enjoyed being cruel to me and hurting me but, perversely, he also taught me skills. He had a servant who had served with him in the Chevau-Légers, Jean Bartiaux, and he was charged with teaching me to ride, fence and shoot. As soon as I could walk, I was thrust on the back of a pony. Whenever I fell off, I was told to remount. Jean was no less harsh than his master but at least he didn’t beat me when I failed to match his high standards. It made me tough and that has helped me since. Jean was an interesting man. I came to know him much better when I grew up but as a child, I just knew him as a quiet, thoughtful man. Looking back, I can now see that he was fond of my mother but at the time I didn’t see that. They just laughed a lot together and I liked that. They were the precious times when my mother was happy; they were rare and to be treasured.

The count and Jean would only speak French to me and my accent is that of Northern France, where we lived. Mother could speak French but she only spoke English to me and I grew up speaking that language with a Scottish twang to it. I was fluent in both languages and could shift between them easily. I think that gave me a skill in all languages for I was able to pick up a new language easily. Well, more easily than others, perhaps. 

Once I had mastered the horse I was taken riding regularly by my father. He was a superb rider and I take it as a compliment that he never made allowances for my youth. The three of us rode everywhere together. I always had to call him “sir” and he called me “boy”. I knew where I stood with him. Once Jean had taught me to shoot I accompanied my father as we hunted on his estate. At first, I was just his loader but once he had seen I was competent I was his loader and I also got to shoot. It may sound idyllic, hunting with your father, but he never gave me any sign that I was his blood kin. I was just an unpaid servant who helped Jean. The fact that the three of us shot many animals helped a little in his acceptance of me.

Mother started to become ill about the time I was being taught to fence. She never stopped being beautiful but she just lost more and more weight. I couldn’t understand it and nor could anyone else. The old housekeeper, Madame Lefondre, loved my mother and she did her best to keep her alive but we all knew that it was hopeless. I was eleven at the time that she passed away. I was taken to her by Madame Lefondre when the priest had given her the last rites. She put her emaciated arm around me and hugged me to her body which was more bones than flesh.

“I’m so sorry, bonny laddie, but I won’t be here to see you grown up. I’ve done my best but things havna worked out as I would have hoped. You should have had a father who loved you and would care for you. I am sorry that you will be left alone. It makes my journey even harder.” She hugged me tighter and I felt her salt tears trickle down my neck. “I have hidden a few things from your father. They were given to me by my mother and father. They’re not much but they might come in handy. Madame will give them to you but keep them secret. I hope your father looks after you but I canna be sure about that. Jean is a good man. I know he can be a bit serious at times but he is a good man and you can trust him.” She kissed me on the cheek and coughed. Madame Lefondre dabbed away the blood from my cheek.

“If you can, son, get back to Scotland. We should never have left to follow the auld soak, Bonnie Prince Charlie, but your great-grandfather was a loyal man, God rest his soul. My father should have gone back when we had the chance but he wanted to go back a success. That’s all nonsense. You just get back there to Glen Orchy. There will still be Macgregors who remember your great-grandfather.” I had had the names of all my ancestors drilled into me as a child and I could go back five generations without thinking and another three with pen and paper. She looked fearfully over my shoulder. “There are some in this house who hate me. I fear that they will hurt you when I am gone. Trust only the two I said.” She coughed again and sank back into the pillow.

“Don’t die! Please don’t die!” I know that I was almost a grown man but the tears came and I fell into my mother’s arms.

“Ssh, child. It is just a journey I am going on and I’ll be there for you many years from now when you come to me. You are a good lad and I am sorry for the beatings your father gave you. I could do nothing to stop him but I felt every lash of the stick.” Her eyes closed. “Come kiss me now and I will sleep for a while.”

I kissed her and Madame Lefondre wiped a tear from her eye. “Look after my wee bairn for me.” 

Madame Lefondre nodded and said, “Oui, ma petite.” She led me from the room. Mother lingered on for another day but she never recovered consciousness. The three of us buried her just outside the family plot in the area reserved for the servants. Jean had carved a cross for her. He must have spent her last days working on it. It was beautiful and as we hammered it in it struck me that he must have been working on it for some time. He had known she was dying. I suppose that was the second sign I had that they cared for each other. The first had been when she had said to trust him.

The two of them held me between them. Jean put his hands on my shoulders. “You must be strong for your mother. She would want it. She was a good woman and she was badly used. I will always be there for you but you must tread very carefully around the count. He has a fearful temper. I can do nothing. Do you know that? But I will watch over you as I promised your mother.” I nodded and he smiled and left.

Madame Lefondre stroked some stray hair from my face. “He stayed only because of your mother. He loved her but he could do nothing about it. Your mother, I think, loved him.” She shook her head. “It was not meant to be. He is right, you must be careful around the count. Now, come with me and I will give you the little your mother left for you.”

I had no idea what to expect. She led me to her room which was tucked away close to the kitchen. She closed the door and took out a small chest from a large clothing trunk. She opened it, handed me a ring with an emblem on it and said, “This is your family ring. Guard this with your life.” I nodded. I looked at the ring, handed from grandfather to son and then to daughter. Now it came to a son again. She handed me a small leather pouch. “Open it.” Inside were rings and necklaces. “These are valuable. If you need money, you can sell them.” Her eyes clouded over. “They were your mother’s and she loved to look at them.” That decided me; I would need to be desperate before I sold them. Finally, she took out another leather bag. “These are gold Louis. They are worth much money. Each one could feed a poor man for a year. There are ten of them. They are all that your family managed to retain.” She closed the box. “I will try to watch over you but there are enemies here.”

“Enemies?”

She nodded. “There are two women who hated your father, for your mother was his favourite: Mama Tusson, the mulatto maid, and Anne-Marie, the parlour maid. They made your mother’s life a misery and they frequently tried to beat her until the Count stopped them. They resented her beauty. Never be alone with them for they are evil, they are like witches, and they will try to hurt you.”

I had seen both women and noticed their sour expressions whenever they saw me, and now I knew why. “I will, Madame, and thank you for caring for my mother.” I suddenly realised how alone I really was. “What will happen to me now?”

She put her arms around me and I noticed that she smelled of lavender. “That depends upon the Count. If he allows it you will work here but if he gets a notion he may send you on your way. That is why your maman left the gold for you.” She shook her head. “She thought you would be a man grown when you needed them.”

The day after Mother died I was summoned to the great hall. My father looked up from the papers he was writing. With my mother gone he would have to do them himself. This was not a good start. “Your mother has died. What use are you to me now? Why should I continue to throw good money away and look after you?”

I felt as though someone had slapped me in my face. But I remembered my mother’s words. “My lord, I am your son and I will honour your name with my deeds. If you throw me off the estate I will still be your son, and everyone will know I am your son. But it is your decision, my lord. I am powerless.”

He gave me a shrewd look. “Jean will find work for you. Can you read and write?” I nodded. “Perhaps there will be some work for you then. When there is no longer any work then you will leave. Is that clear?”

“It is, my lord.”

I had no choice. I could not get back to Scotland as I had no money save my reserve of coins and I only had two sets of clothes. My shoes would not even get me to the coast and so I would have to find a way to get some money and save.

The next two years saw me grow rapidly. Madame Lefondre could not give me money; she could not buy me clothes but she could feed me and feed me she did. I took over my mother’s duties although my penmanship was not of my mother’s standard and it took me longer to do the accounts. Jean taught me how to shoe horses and to work the anvil at the smith's. It was hard work but it gave me a skill. Jean said very little but I could see what he was doing: he was preparing me for a life beyond the estate. That day would come; it was inevitable. If my father ever married then his embarrassing bastard would have to leave.

One day, as we repaired some of the farm's tools, I asked Jean about his life before the estate.

He shrugged. “I came from a poor family but we were horse people and I joined the cavalry to work with horses. It was a hard life but I was paid and I loved the work. When the count joined the regiment, he took me as his servant and I served him. When he left, he asked me to join him and look after the horses on the estate. It seemed like a perfect position.” I could tell from his voice that it had not worked out that way.

“You would still be in the cavalry otherwise?”

“Probably.”

“What were the Chevau-Légers?”

“Light cavalry. Not the ones who charge in the big battles but the ones who ride ahead to find the enemy. I enjoyed the life.” His wistful tones underlined his words.

“Would you go back?”

He shook his head. “If I had stayed then I would now be a brigadier or even a maréchal-des-logis. They give orders to the officers. I could not take orders from someone younger than me.” He sounded wistful. “Perhaps I should have stayed.” 

He wondered about his decision when the troubles began in the year 1789. Out at the château, many miles from Paris, it seemed far away but in Paris, the king and queen had to make compromises. My father did not like those compromises. He never compromised about anything. He did things his way and he believed that the king and queen had the Divine Right to continue that way. The count became darker and angrier during this time and I kept out of his way. The irony was that I towered over him and could have beaten him to a pulp had I so chosen. If I had done that then my life would have been forfeit. Before the Revolution that would have resulted in my death and so I bit back my retorts and I took the blows. In my heart, I knew that I could fence at least as well as he could and I was a much better shot. When we went hunting it was my bag which returned full. 

The count was a man of action and he weeded out all those on the estate who had any revolutionary leanings and threw them from his land. In the final analysis that was a grave mistake but I am looking back with hindsight. It made him even more unpopular in the town. The weeding out of those that the count feared meant that my position was secure and he even began to pay me. I was able to save, at last. I was hopeful that I would soon have enough to fulfil my promise to my dying mother and return home. Events in Paris, however, thwarted my attempts to return to Scotland. The king and then, later, the queen were executed as the Terror took hold. That should have been the warning to the count that he ought to flee to the Vendée, where there were many royalists, or England, where others had fled. He did neither and, in the end, that was his undoing.

One morning he took Jean and me to Paris. I think he was called to a meeting by others of a similar leaning but he confided nothing to us. We were his servants and not his peers. We rode along roads which were new to me. He rode ahead of us and was silent and brooding. This allowed me to look at this new land I had never seen before. The France I knew was the estate. Breteuil was a village. Now we passed through bigger towns. They had hotels and inns. There were even some shops. When we stopped, Jean and I would sleep in the stables whilst he would have the finest rooms in the inn. Neither of us minded and we knew no different. It was our place in the scheme of things. The closer we came to Paris the surlier the service we received became. It was as though they resented the count because of his position. My father became increasingly angry and I began to fear for our safety. As we entered through the gates of Paris, we saw a different France to the one we knew. It was festooned with the tricolour, much to the anger of the count. Although there was no violence towards him his clothes and demeanour marked him as an aristocrat and the looks he had to endure were those of hate and loathing. The guards at the northern gate took note of our names and asked the count his address whilst in Paris. When he gave the name of the marquis with whom we would be staying they exchanged a knowing look.

The streets of Paris were not clean and they were crowded. My father must have been angry at the proximity of so many peasants but he did restrain himself from using his crop. Eventually, we halted before a large townhouse. There were guards on the doors which led into the courtyard beyond. Two liveried and armed guards stopped us from entering.

“I am Count Louis de Breteuil. I am a friend of your master the Marquis.”

One of them nodded. “You are expected and welcome, my lord, but not your servants. There are many revolutionaries in Paris these days and the Marquis is careful whom he admits.”

The count seemed to find that reasonable. He dismounted and handed the reins to Jean. He turned to one of the guards, “My bags are on my horse.” As the man unstrapped them the count threw a purse of coins to Jean. “Find a stable close by. Return and tell the guards where you will be staying. I will only be in this,” he waved an airy arm around the streets, “rat hole of revolutionaries for the shortest time.”

With that, he left us. For the first time, I was glad that I was not dressed in fine clothes as that would have marked us as different from the sans-culottes we encountered while we sought a stable. 

Jean drew me to one side. “Do not say that we are servants of the count. It may prove dangerous. I noticed he had many dark looks thrown his way. This revolution appears to be bigger than I thought in Breteuil.”

“Who are we then?”

“Say that we are blacksmiths passing through Paris and seeking work.”

We found a stable, although the price they charged for our three horses was nothing short of highway robbery. When we asked if we could sleep in the stable, we were refused. “No. I am sorry, but I have lost too many horses that way. Yours will be safe here for I keep guards. There is an inn nearby.”

The inn we found was little better than a stable and the prices were inflated. Jean seemed philosophical about that. “We have the master’s money. I will show him the receipts and he will have his view confirmed that this city is now a sewer filled with rats.” We left our bags in our room. We wandered back through the teeming streets to the Marquis’ home and told the guards where we were staying. The guards nodded but were reluctant to talk with us and we left.

I was keen to explore the city and we headed north to the bridge which led to Notre-Dame. I had heard that it was the finest church in France. I was not disappointed but the priests who were there looked as nervous as the Marquis’ guards. There was an air of fear around the city. The Tuileries Palace was surrounded by the National Guard who looked at us suspiciously when we approached. Jean led me away and we headed back to the inn. The food was dreadful. Jean laughed, “Madame Lefondre looks after you too well. This is the normal fare and the normal portions. Get used to it, for I think our world is about to change.”

And change it did. When we awoke the next day we both felt a change in the atmosphere. As we left the inn, we noticed that we were closely watched. Jean had not trusted the innkeeper and had told me to keep my valuables about my person. We both had a sword and pistol but they were with our horses. “I think, Robbie, that we will see if the count is ready to leave. I hope he is for I most certainly am.”

We were a street away when we heard the noise from the house of the Marquis. There was the sound of angry voices and banging. Jean held up his hand for caution and we moved slowly to peer around the end house. There was a mob of sans-culottes and they had manufactured a ram out of a bench. They were trying to break down the door. 

“Should we help the master, Jean?”

He shook his head. “Two of us against that mob? I think not. Let us see what happens. These are dangerous times we live in. This is not Breteuil. I just hope that his guards do not make the mistake of using violence. There are too many in that mob.” 

We saw cracks appear in the door and a face of one of the guards appeared in the window of the first-floor room which overlooked the street. He had a gun and he fired. Two of those holding the bench fell and I saw that one of them was a woman. This enraged the mob even more and they almost hurled the ram through the door causing it to splinter open. They tore inside like ravenous wolves in a sheepfold. We could hear shots and then screams. It seemed an age before anyone emerged. The first we saw was the bodies of the guards thrown, limb by limb from the first-floor window and then we saw a bloodied and wounded Marquis and the Count de Breteuil being led, bound and gagged from the residence. I started forwards but Jean restrained me. “Let us follow! We can do nothing to help him yet.”

The two aristocrats were led by an ever-growing mob across the Pont-Neuf and towards the palace. They were tethered by the neck and frequently fell to the ground. They were unable to stop themselves as their hands were tied. Their faces became cut and bleeding. They were beaten when they fell. For the count, this must have been the final humiliation. As the crowds grew it became easier for us to follow. Jean saw one inoffensive-looking fellow next to us and asked, “Where will they be taken, citizen?” We had quickly learned to use this title as all those in Paris we had met had spoken of little else.

“Normally they would be taken to be tried but because of the actions of the men’s servants, they go directly to the Place de la Révolution. They will be executed.” He seemed quite excited at the prospect. “There were no executions planned for today. Isn’t it glorious?”

We nodded our agreement but I felt a sick sensation in the pit of my stomach. He had been cruel to me but he was still my father, and I was going to stand by and watch him die. Jean sensed my dilemma. “You can do nothing, Robbie. We will follow in case this fellow is wrong but...” I knew what he meant and I steeled myself for what was bound to be a harrowing experience.

Word had spread and there was quite a crowd around the guillotine. I did not wish to be too close and that was as well for we could not get through the press of people eager to see two aristocrats executed. A pompous-looking man festooned in tricolours stood. He raised his hands and the crowd fell silent. He had a high piping voice which seemed more fitting for a woman. “These two aristocrats have shown themselves to be beyond the law. This morning they encouraged their servants to murder innocent women and children.” The crowd began to bay. I knew that was not true but the truth was immaterial now.

The Marquis had his gag removed and he began to scream as his head was placed in the wicked device. The executioner’s assistant smacked him on the side of the head with a small cudgel and he was silenced. The executioner pulled a handle and the blade crashed down to sever the head. It landed perfectly in the basket and was so quick that it silenced the scream of the dying aristocrat instantly. His body was removed and the machine was prepared for my father. The blade was slowly raised still dripping with blood.

I wondered if he too would scream for mercy but when I saw the resolute expression on his face, I knew he would not. He had been hard on me and he could be just as hard on himself. My father would die as he lived, without compromise. When his gag was removed, he shouted, “Long live the king. I urge all of you to fight against this terror!”

The crowd booed and hissed. My father calmly put his head in the machine. He was almost smiling when his life was ended. Jean said, “Cheer and smile!” Even though I felt like crying I did as I was told; to do otherwise would have marked us out as different. We were now in a most dangerous position. We were trapped in Paris without a friend or employer. Even worse, we had been in the employ of an executed aristocrat. “We will get the horses and leave now before they search for us!”
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We reached the stables without anyone taking any interest in us. Wearing the clothes of ordinary people was the safest way to travel. Once on our horses, however, it might be a different matter; the poor did not own horses. The owner of the stables was equally unconcerned, especially as his bill was paid in full. We headed towards the southern gate, just to avoid the crowds at the Place de la Révolution. Events were occurring so quickly that I had not time to think let alone speak. I was in Jean’s hands and I trusted my mother’s judgement. He would not let me down. 

We were stopped by four National Guards at the southern entrance to the city. “Where are you going, citizens?”

Jean smiled. “We have heard of work for us at Golfe-Juan. They have need of a smith and his assistant there.”

“Is that your trade?” Jean nodded. “Where are your tools?”

“The lord of the manor, Count de Breteuil, claimed they were his when he threw us from his land. He said we were revolutionaries.”

The sergeant suddenly looked up. “The Count de Breteuil, you say?”

My heart sank. He was reading from a piece of paper. Suppose our names were upon that and we were to be captured? I contemplated making a run for it. The men had no horses and, with a horse between my legs, no one could catch me.

“Yes, damn his evil eyes. He used to beat the boy something terrible.”

One of the other guards laughed. “Boy? He has not done badly then. He looks like a man to me.”

“Aye and that is the other reason we were thrown out of a job; the count was afraid of my assistant.” The guards nodded sympathetically.

The sergeant had not heard a word, he was intently reading. I suspected it was a new skill to him as his lips moved as he followed the words. “It is as I thought. His lands are to be confiscated. If you were to go back you could have your job again. Just see the local committee. The old injustices will now be put right. Long live the Revolution!”

We all mouthed the words, “Long live the Revolution!” It was like a chant or a response to a priest in a church.

Jean shook his head. “No thank you, Sergeant, we will make a new start in the south.” He leaned forward. “And it is a little warmer there, too.”

“That it is.” The sergeant came over to pat me on the leg. “Don’t worry, son. The days of the aristos are over. It is a new world now and we do not have to bow and scrape any more. Have a safe journey.”

Once we were out of earshot and sight Jean reined in the horses.

“I thought he had us there, Jean.”

“If you have to make up a story, always base it on the truth in some way.”

I looked around. The world suddenly seemed more dangerous and threatening. “What do we do now?”

“I was going to head home but I do not see the point in that now. If it has been confiscated then we might be jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire.” I saw him chew his bottom lip as he debated our quandary. “However I am worried about Madame Lefondre. We will return but in secret and then...”

“And then what?” I was terrified. My world had been turned upside down and all that I had known, destroyed.

“I know only one job and that is in the army. What say we join my old regiment? You would be around horses and we would be as safe there as anywhere. We will hide in their new army. I fear that someone will get around to asking questions about the two men who entered the northern gate with the count and when they ask at the inn they will tell them all. We need to ride and ride quickly. We must get as far away from Paris as we can.”

I nodded. “My mother said to trust you and I do. Let us join your regiment.”

The three horses we had were the best in the count’s stables. We kept swapping mounts to avoid tiring them. By dawn the next day we were outside the gates of the estate. I could see the tricolour flying and knew that we were too late but we had to find out what had happened to the only woman we cared for, Madame Lefondre. We knew the land really well; we tied the horses to a tree in a lonely copse and made our way to the wall where we knew we could climb over and enter the chateau unobserved. We managed to get close to the house without being detected; it had been my playground for almost sixteen years. I knew it like the back of my hand. We could hear the house being torn up but we saw no one. Then we saw old Guiscard the gardener with his sack and spade over his shoulder walking forlornly from the building. We shadowed him until he was out of sight of the house and then Jean said, “Hsst, Guiscard.” 

The old man turned to look at the hedgerow which had spoken. “Is that you, Jean?”

“It is. What has happened?”

“The count has been executed as a traitor and the committee has taken over the house. I have been thrown off the land. They said they do not need a gardener any longer.”

“And Madame Lefondre?”

“She is dead. That black witch, Mama Tusson, said that she had been putting upon the other servants for years. When the old woman argued Mama Tusson screamed that Madame Lefondre had a knife and the guards shot her.”

Jean shook his head. He had known the old woman too well. “She didn’t have a knife, did she?”

“No, Jean. She was a kind old lady and she did not deserve to be shot like a dog. That witch has much to answer for.” He shot me a strange look and then shook his head. “You had better run. The witch named you and Master Robbie as royalist sympathisers. There is a price on your head and you are earmarked for the courts. That means the guillotine. It was the first thing they did once the news came that the estate had been confiscated. She now lives in the master’s bedroom with the fat pig from the committee.”

“Thank you, Guiscard. Where will you go?”

“My son, Julian, has a farm. I will go there to die. God bless you both.”

Jean’s face was white with anger as we recovered our horses. “I swear that I will cut that witch’s heart out. She made your mother’s life a misery and now she has killed the kindest woman in the world. She deserves to die.” It was a sacred oath and I knew that Jean would keep it and I would help him.

We headed north using the quietest roads that Jean knew of. He was familiar with the roads, having grown up in that region. We reached Sedan at dusk. The town was the home to the Chevau-Légers of West-Flandre, my father’s and Jean’s old regiment. “It is too late to enlist tonight. We will stay at the inn nearby; it used to serve fine ale and I could do with a bed.”

This far north we felt safer than we had for some time. The landlord was pleased to have paying guests for we still had plenty of money left over from the count’s purse. We sat in a quiet corner and had the best meal and ale I had had since leaving the estate. It seemed a lifetime ago now. 

Suddenly the peace and quiet were broken as ten soldiers came in. I felt a sudden chill of fear but Jean smiled. One of the soldiers, who seemed to have a lot of stripes on his arms, suddenly left his friends and charged over to us. “Jean Bartiaux! You are still alive! Good to see you, old friend.”

“And to see you.” He pointed to the sleeve of the uniform, “Maréchal-des-logis-chef, I see.”

“Bring some ale over here and your young friend can meet a real soldier. You would have had the same promotions if you had stayed in; maybe more – you were always a good soldier. How many years ago was it now?”

“Seventeen!”

The grey-haired soldier shook his head. “Who would have believed it? And who is this?”

“I was a friend of his mother. After she died I looked after him. Robbie Macgregor. Robbie, this is Albert Aristide. He and I joined on the same day.”

“Good to meet you. I think there is a story here but that can wait until we have some ale.” We moved over to their table and Jean poured the beer. “What brings you to Sedan?”

“We are thinking of joining up.”

The other soldiers brought his ale and Albert swallowed half of it without even pausing. “Well, you can join of course, but the boy – he is a little young and I do not know if he has any skills.”

Jean laughed. “I’ll tell you what. If any of these men with you can ride, fence, or shoot better than he does we will leave tomorrow.”

“You are that confident?”

“I am that confident... and we have our own horses, too.”

I could see that the old soldier was working out how he could profit from this. “Bring him and the horses along tomorrow. I will see if you are telling the truth.”

The rest of the evening was spent pleasantly enough. I listened more than I spoke but I learned much. It seemed that many of the officers had been aristocrats and had deserted to the royalist cause. They were badly under strength. Albert told us that he expected to be given a commission. Jean was delighted to hear that the old colonel was still in command; he felt positive about that. 

After they had returned to their barracks I asked Jean about his boast. “Are you sure I can do all that you said?”

He laughed. “Just do what you did every day with the count and you will. Believe me; I was not building you up for a fall.”

The barracks was not far from the inn. We did not take our horses and we left our weapons in the inn. “We are as safe here as anywhere.” 

Albert was waiting for us and he had a wicked gleam in his eye. “I hope that you were not exaggerating last night, Jean? Perhaps the beer was talking?”

“No, I am confident.”

“Come then, let us go to the stables first. We have a horse for him to ride there.”

When we reached the stables there were four of the men I had met the previous night. They too were all grinning. I heard a banging coming from one of the stalls. Jean’s face creased into a frown. “That is not the horse that Robbie will have to ride, is it?”

Albert shrugged. “You said he was a better rider than any of my men. Well, here is his chance to prove it. None of them can ride this beast. It took four of us to get his saddle on him.”

Jean started to shake his head. I said, “No, Jean, I will try. The count used me to break in horses, remember?”

I took off my jacket and went to the stall. It was a jet-black horse. He was magnificent but I could see fear in his eyes. He stamped his hoof belligerently. He flared his nostrils and bared his teeth. I approached him with my head down and I stroked his mane with my left hand while holding his nose with my right. I just spoke gently to him. “Ssh. There’s a good horse.” I began to hum a nursery tune my mother had used with me and then I breathed into his nose. At first, he tried to break away from me but I had a firm grip on him. All the work in the smith’s had built up my strength. Gradually he began to calm down. “That’s a good boy. Now I am going to get on your back.” I was not even aware of the others watching me. I only had eyes for the horse. I took the reins in my left hand, put my foot in the stirrup and I hauled myself up. I felt a slight movement as he made a half-hearted attempt to throw me but I leaned forward and hummed my tune close to his ear. I clicked my tongue and touched his flanks with my heels. “Walk on.” He walked out of the stalls and the stable on to the parade ground. I walked him until I was happy that he was under my control and then asked him to trot. He was a beautiful horse to ride. He had an easy action and was responsive to the reins. I saw the troopers and Jean standing close to the stables watching me. I turned the horse and then urged him on. He began to gallop. I saw the fear on the faces of the troopers. They ran. Jean was smiling and he restrained Albert. I jerked the beast to a snorting halt, less than four feet from the sergeant major.

I sprang from his back. “That’s a good horse. He just needs a careful rider.”

Albert began to get some colour back into his cheeks and he laughed. “Well, you can ride, I’ll say that for you. Let us go to the practice range. Pierre, put Killer back in his stall.”

Jean looked at Albert. “Killer?”

This was the first time I had met Pierre. He was a few years older than me but he always had a retort or a quip. “Aye, the lads nicknamed him that. He seemed to fit the bill until you came along!” He grabbed the halter and led the horse back to the stalls.

As we neared the range Jean said, “I hope they all get to use the same weapon, Albert. No trick guns, eh?”

Albert laughed. “It will be a fair test.”

The weapon was a musketoon. I had never fired one before but a gun was a gun. Albert gave the weapon to a tall man next to him. “Claude, you go first.” Claude looked to be an experienced soldier and was much older than Pierre had been.

The targets were a hundred yards away and I suspected it was a long range for such a weapon. The trooper grinned at me as he carefully loaded his weapon. Claude seemed at ease with the weapon. He loaded and fired. It was not a bad shot and it hit the target. Grinning, he handed the weapon to me. I cleaned the pan and went to the musket balls. I discarded four before I found the one which was the roundest. I carefully measured the powder and then I lay on the ground.

Claude said, “I didn’t lie on the ground.”

Without looking up I said, “The more fool you.”

With my arms supported by the ground, I looked down the barrel. There was a very crude sight at the end and I lined it up. I took a breath and then fired. The smoke obscured my vision. When I stood and looked at the target, Jean clapped me on the back. “Dead centre!”

Albert gave me a grudging smile. “In the cavalry, we cannot always lie down.”

Jean said, “In the cavalry, you know your own gun. This is yours, is it not, Claude?” A shamefaced Claude nodded and took his gun back.

Pierre had joined us and he had two sabres. “And now, Jean, let us see what he is like with a sword. I will be honest with you...”

“That will be a first.”

“I will be honest with you; Pierre is the best swordsman in the squadron.”

“Good, then this is a fair test.”

I chose my sword and felt it. It was not as balanced as the ones I had used with the count and Jean but it was not a butcher’s knife. I faced Pierre. He had not seen me shoot and he had a confident look about him. That was his first mistake. He thought he could beat me. He was smaller than I was but that could prove to be an advantage with the curved cavalry sabres we were using. I was taking nothing for granted and I did what I had been taught to do. I assessed my opponent to find his weakness.

We touched blades and I saw in his eyes that he would try to disarm me. He gave a flick of his wrist to try to throw the sword from my grip. I knocked his blade away. He shrugged. His first ploy had failed. He was a fast fencer. He tried tricks to defeat me instead of technique. Having seen the way he fought I knew how to beat him. After he had tried to get inside my guard twice, I feinted to the right, spun to my left and had the tip of my blade pointed at his middle before he knew what was happening. His face showed his shock but he smiled and held out his hand. “Very good.”

Jean clapped me on the back and Albert said, “Well, you were right, Jean. So do you still wish to join?”

I looked at Jean and we both nodded.

Albert took us to the colonel. Colonel Armande was a professional soldier. Although he had aristocratic blood in his veins, he had been a younger son and joined the cavalry as a lieutenant when he was just sixteen. He had only ever known the Chevau-Légers and the regiment was his life. He recognised Jean as soon as he entered.

“Ah, Bartiaux, how has life treated you?”

“Well, sir.”

“And the count – how is he?”

“He is dead, sir.” Jean left it at that and the silence which followed was eloquent.

“I see. And I understand that you would now like to rejoin the regiment along with this young man.”

“Yes, sir.”

The colonel stroked his waxed grey moustache. “You were always a good trooper and I was sorry to see you leave us. You would by now have had a number of promotions. I am delighted to have you rejoin us. And as for this young man... I enjoyed his performance on Killer.” The colonel had been watching. He smiled. “I like a good horseman. Sergeant Major, how did he do with the shooting and the fencing?”

“He defeated our two best men.”

The colonel’s eyebrows came up a notch. “Really? Then I think we can accept you both. Sadly, we have lost a number of officers... well, we all know the reason and we can do little about that. As I am short of them, I would like you to accept a commission as a sous-lieutenant.” I saw Albert’s face fall. “And you, Sergeant Major, will become a lieutenant. I need all the officers I can muster. See the quartermaster for your uniforms and then, Trooper Macgregor, you can join your troop while I brief my two new officers.”

And with that, I joined the French Army. The times were difficult ones, I know that. Had I have tried to join a couple of years earlier then I would have been rejected but the regiment had lost so many officers and men that they were in danger of not being able to muster more than a handful of soldiers. There was a war with Britain and the Low Countries and this regiment was as close to the border as any. They would have to fight, and fight soon. I discovered all of this within an hour of joining. Pierre was garrulous. 

Jean, or Sous-Lieutenant Bartiaux as I had to address him, came to see how I was settling in. “It seems, Robbie, that we are down to one squadron. When I was in the regiment we had four. Many of the officers who defected to the royalists took some of the men with them. I would not be an officer otherwise. You are to be in my troop. Here.” He handed me a handful of coins.

“What are these?”

“The quartermaster took the horses off our hands. This is your share. I know that we did not get their worth, but it is in lieu of payment from the count, eh? And I am afraid that from now on I am no longer Jean, but Sous-Lieutenant Bartiaux.”

I grinned. “That’s alright, sir. I shall just have to get promoted.”

He smiled back at me. “That may come sooner rather than later. We go to war. We have come at a propitious time. It seems we go north to fight the British and the Dutch. War brings rapid promotion for all.” He nodded to my small box of treasures given to me by my mother on her deathbed. I always kept the box close to me and it had been in my saddlebags until we sold the horses. “The troopers here are good men and would not steal but you have temptation in that box.” He took out a canvas belt. “I have two of these. This is my gift to you.”

“What is it?”

“There are many pockets in the belt. You put in your treasures and wear it around your body. It goes under your garments and uniform. You will be sure that so long as you are alive, then your treasures are safe.”

“And if I am dead?”

“Then you care not and, if you are lucky, your comrades share the treasure amongst them and remember you with a drink.” He saw my look and added, “Life is harsh and in the cavalry you may be alive one moment and dead the next; live life to the full, Robbie. It is what your mother would have wished.”

He was right of course. That had been my mother’s intention as Madame Lefondre had told me.

I had no time to get used to my new surroundings or to spend any of my newly acquired money. We headed north. I also discovered, as I trotted next to Pierre and we looked at our new standard, that we had had our name changed to the 17th Chasseurs à Cheval. Pierre had shrugged. “We have the same uniform, the same weapons and the same horses. The name makes no difference to us. We do what we always do.”

I liked Pierre. He and I got on well. Although a little older than me he had some similarities in terms of background. He had been brought up on a large estate and had practised his fencing with the son of the aristocrat. His former master had left the country early on which explained Pierre joining the cavalry.

“Where will we be going then?”

“It will probably be north into the Low Countries. Our job is to find the enemy and then the infantry fights them.”

I was disappointed. “Don’t we fight, then? I thought it would be all cavalry charges and the like.”

Pierre laughed. “When I fenced with you that was the first time this year I have had my weapon out of its scabbard. I have never fired my weapon in anger yet and this,” he patted the horse pistol on his saddle, “only ever gets cleaned. We rarely get to fire them. This is not a glorious regiment but we get paid and the officers aren’t as bad as some. Now that Albert has been promoted it is even better. He knows what the score is and we will all be much safer now.”

The journey north was a new experience to me. We were on campaign and we were given a flimsy piece of canvas which two men shared. I shared mine with Louis, a dour, brooding, and almost silent Frenchman, from Alsace. I did not learn much from him. I think in all the time I knew him he never said more than a dozen words. He was the opposite of Pierre. We cooked our own food in sections of five tents. Luckily, I was with Pierre and the others I knew so my silent companion was not a problem. When we reached our camp area we lit our fires and tended to our horses. Once that was done, we cooked. The time of year meant that the camp soon became a muddy morass which sucked at your boots. Our breeches were splattered with mud and were soon brown rather than green.

I also learned picket duty. We all had a two-hour watch each night. If you were lucky, you were the first or you were the last. If you were unlucky then you were in the middle watch. You would just have managed to get off to a lumpy sleep and the sergeant would wake you and you would either freeze in the cold night air or try to find shelter from the incessant rain of those parts. Campaigning was anything but glorious, even for the cavalry.

We soon caught up with the main body of the army. But life became no better. I was shocked. They looked to be a rabble in blue. Some men had no shoes. Some appeared to have blue jackets which had been hastily dyed. They ran alarmingly in the rain leaving them a sort of streaky grey. There was little sense of order and organisation. I could see no ranks and none of the officers rode horses. The officers looked to be young men who had also been drafted. Some carried muskets and most had no swords.

Pierre leaned over to me when I asked him about them. “These poor sods have just been drafted. If you had not joined then you would have been drafted into the infantry. You made a wise decision.” He was wrong of course. If I had stayed at home then I would have likely as not ended up on the guillotine. “I bet they have never even fired their weapons yet.”
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