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Also by GauZ’ in English translation


Standing Heavy (2023)









For Lounès, Aléki, L’Anges et les Visiteurs


History, a lie of no-one’s choosing


At best, a tale made more amusing


Of an era and its musings









To René Ménil


born Negro, died communist









Brief Note


The presence of the French in Côte d’Ivoire dates back to the mid-seventeenth century and greatly increased with the establishment of a number of colonial trading posts. This hindrance to British control of the Gulf of Guinea provoked tensions between the two countries. When French forces were repatriated after the country’s devastating defeat in the Battle of Sedan, a small number of trading houses found that they were the sole defenders of the Tricolour against the British and the local tribes. These companies occupied a narrow strip of coastline: contemporary maps of the country were almost entirely blank.


Arthur Verdier, a businessman from La Rochelle, who served as resident of the establishment of “Côte d’Ivoire” from 1871 to 1889, had ambitions to create a private mining concession. His agent, Marcel Treich-Laplène, oversaw exploratory missions and signed agreements with local chieftains. But it was a military officer, Louis-Gustave Binger, who, having rallied support from Dakar (in Senegal) to Kong (in the far north of Côte d’Ivoire), had the glory of establishing the borders of the country and being appointed its first governor. The colony officially came into existence on March 10, 1893. In the same year, Verdier’s businesses in Grand-Bassam were swept away by a tidal wave, which neatly coincides with this rewriting of history.









The Shoreline


Seven rolling breakers, their crests whipped by the wind, foam with rage as they pound their heads onto the beach. As the first wave shatters, spreading its halo over the golden sands, out at sea a second rears its head in a roar as thunderous as that which came before. Theirs is a short lifespan. As the remains of the first begins to ebb, the second surges forward, about to break. Ebb and flow shatter as they clash and retreat towards the deep. As four waves push from behind, and two beat a retreat into its belly, the third wave swells, billows, bellows louder than the last. The tip of the crest – they call it the “mother” – soars high above the others.


The arithmetic of this wave is unalterable. The first white sailors called it the “Rip of Guinea”. It is conceived above the Devil’s Well, an abyssal fault created by the contractions of the nascent earth’s crust. To approach it is perilous, to brave it, impossible. No man has ever come by sea to settle these lands. Safe anchorage is possible only four hundred metres from land. Men and merchandise are moved from ship to land in sturdy dugout boats, whalers paddled by the only two peoples in the world who can defy the rip tide: the Nzema and the Kru.


In creating the rip tide, nature elected to offer a mite of balance to relations between the white and the Black peoples. Ships that were marooned, in peril, or simply anchored out at sea, wishing to trade with the indigenous peoples, would run up a flag. White for the Francays, because of their taste for ivory. Red for the Anglays, great traders in rifles and gunpowder. Black for the Portugays, inveterate traffickers in “ebony” – slaves to be shipped to the four corners of the known world. But, regardless of nationality, the ship’s captain gives “the Sign”. He climbs down into a lifeboat, places one foot on the gunwale, and, holding on to the edge, plunges his index and middle fingers into the sea and brings them up to his eyes: “I would rather go blind than go back on my word.” The market is open. The dugouts are launched!


*


Every month, a steamship from the Compagnie des Chargeurs Réunis, S.A. (head office: 1, boulevard Malesherbes, 75008 Paris) leaves Le Havre for our colonies in Cochinchina, by way of the Cape of Good Hope. After brief layovers at La Rochelle and Bordeaux, which are the lifeblood of the slave trade, it makes a series of short hops, stopping at the colonial trading posts that encircle the fat proboscis of West Africa: the Canary Islands, Saint-Louis, Dakar, Conakry, Monrovia, Cape Palmas, Béréby, Lahou and Grand-Bassam. Skirting the coastline is a legacy of the era of sailing ships, when people imagined that fierce westerly winds led to the foothills of hell. Agents, customs officers, clerks, bureaucrats and army rabble . . . anyone and everyone being posted to the colonies arrives aboard one of the Chargeurs’ ships. To reach Grand-Bassam takes sixteen days. At this point, everyone on the shore knows that a ship belching black smoke is about to appear on the horizon on the other side of the rip tide.


On the beach, there are a dozen civil servants and factors from the trading post – almost the entire white population. Each is flanked by a “boy” whose duty, at this moment, is to rectify any physiological injustice. Against the sun, melanin for the Black “boy”; for the white man, a parasol held by the “boy”. Also present are Mandé-Dyula porters, Senegalese infantrymen, groups of Aboureys, Akapless rebels. The Nzema rowers odiously prolong their night, lying in the star-spangled shade of phototropic coconut palms that curl their long necks towards the waves. Of the Kru, who are even more phlegmatic than their rivals, there is little sign. The ethnology of Grand-Bassam is complete.


On this morning, September 5, 1893, the beach is more crowded than usual. Bodies and minds are drawn to a new issue. For some months now, this shoreline has been French, and with it everything that lives and breathes as far as the Tenth Parallel, more than six hundred kilometres north of here. It is official: the first governor of Côte d’Ivoire is arriving aboard the Capitaine Ménard. For years now, it has been accepted wisdom that, while whips and bullets can subjugate, symbols alone can truly conquer. Of these, the most important is the grand arrival. This has been carefully crafted. We are not about to repeat the mistakes of History. Today, the rip tide will be with us.


On the port side, the first skiff to bob to the rhythm of the current is Nzema. A windlass lowers a net containing several crates. When the first Kru dugout comes alongside, a white man appears, shipshape from cap to boots. He is lowered into the whaling boat. He stands ramrod straight. From the shore, he looks like a man walking upon the waters. He plunges his index and middle fingers into the swell and brings them up to his eyes. The sign, long since fallen into disuse, is instantly recognised by all. As the Kru push off, they launch into a song no-one has ever heard. The four bars of this mysterious chant are carried on the wind to the shore: “Abreuhhhh vehno syonnnn . . .” The crowd begins to roar. The Senegalese infantrymen, recognising the anthem, get to their feet and, Chassepots at their shoulders, they run to form two lines. “Abreuhhhh vehno syonnnn . . .” The last line of the Marseillaise, with Kru words and accents, da capo al coda.


The skiff is well suited to its English name, “surfboat”. It skims over mother ocean. The seven paddles are brandished towards the heavens, the white man stands erect, holding the Tricolour at arm’s length, expression haughty, chin high. A few deft manoeuvres by the helmsman, and the skiff comes to a standstill facing the Senegalese infantrymen’s guard of honour. Shouts and cheers. Louis-Gustave Binger, former infantry captain, former explorer of the River Niger, first governor of Côte d’Ivoire, comes ashore in Grand-Bassam. Behold as French officialdom debarks in its colony.









A Red Flag Chapter


The RAAC


Days, weeks, I don’t know when Maman left. I take a book from her desk. Comrade Papa turns off the lights, in a hurry to get going. He doesn’t say anything. He never says anything. Unless it’s about the struggle for the emancipation of the working masses. We go down the stairs. We live on Sintannenstraat – the street of Saint Anne, mother of the Virgin Mary. By the mouth of the building are the men from Marie-Anna’s gang. The suppositories of the capitalist system. The police, a reactionary force of lackeys in the pay of the bourgeoisie, don’t do anything, because this is a working-class district. Warmoesstraat, we turn right. My proletarian primary school is on this street. It’s also the street where women sell smooches. While we are learning history, they’re practising the world’s oldest profession, in the city’s oldest district.


I was born here. I know every window, and all the girls know me. On our working-class class outings, I goedendag everyone. Moody Marko hisses, “Klootzak.” Result: class warfare and hair-pulling. We end up on the ground in a tangle of limbs. The other kids in our working-class class scream and laugh, the teachers tear their hair out, Yolanda comes and pulls Marko off me. The class war always starts outside Yolanda’s window. Marko is wrong: Maman doesn’t sell kisses. Comrade Papa says Maman’s just a Miss Guided socialist.


Yolanda’s skin is dark brown, like Comrade Papa’s. Maman’s light brown, like mine. Yolanda says we’re the Maroon tribe. She’s the only Maroon who sells kisses on our street. After every class war, she gives me a public ticking off. On account of how eyes are prejudiced when it comes to colour, so Maroons have to be exemplary. It’s the burden of the Maroons. When it’s just the two of us, she says: “You’re very brave.” All I know is that littler kids have to fight to seize class privileges from bigger kids. And Moody Marko is the biggest kid in the working-class class . . .


*


The day Comrade Papa and I are set to leave, we walk past Yolanda’s window. I make our secret sign; she looks the other way. Yolanda always looks the other way when I make her sad. Like the time I went missing and parked up at Amsterdam Centraal station. When Yolanda comes round to put me down when Comrade Papa’s out militating revolutionary China somewhere and Maman’s at the big library studying Albanianism, we have Big-Yolanda-Nights. But that night, I insubordinated Party discipline. Yolanda searched everywhere for me. Just when she was about to drop dead from all the fears and worries in her tummy, I came back like a boomerang. When she pressed me to her big nooky pillows, I heard her heart beating the boom-boom of the Boni-Marrons. I told her I’d gone missing so I could park up to look at the big clock and the trains. That it’s not fair, being born next to a train station and never getting to see real live trains on account of Party discipline. That over the loudspeakers at the station, I heard the voice of the She-Devil, a smooch-seller who’s as old as the red-light district. Yolanda grinned her big white teeth. I swore on the picture of Comrade Mao that hangs over my bed that I wouldn’t go missing again without telling her first.


Yolanda made me sad when she looked the other way the day of my first expedition. Papa and me are at the Oude Kerk, the local parish, when Yolanda screams after me. Still wearing her nooky uniform, she runs down the street. The law says working girls aren’t allowed to be streetworkers in the street, only in their windows. Especially not outside the church where they used to bury poor dead people. People’s eyes are already filled with prejudices about women and Maroons. So what will they think about a woman who’s a Maroon and a smooch-seller all in the same body? She has absolutely no respect for Party discipline, my Yolanda. To make things worse, there could be reactionary forces lurking, just waiting to issue fines and score penalties and ruin days of hard graft selling smooches.


As she runs, her spiky shoes and her big bazoomas dance the glories of the working people, the best dance of all. With a swipe, Yolanda sickles me off the ground. It’s not just her heart beating the boom-boom of the Boni-Marrons, she’s blubbing like a baby. She doesn’t have to. I’m not going to go missing and park up at Amsterdam Centraal like last time, I’m with Comrade Papa. She hugs me hard against her gentlemen’s all-sorts. She hammers me onto the ground and stuffs a huge bag of kids’ all-sorts – liquorice, my favourites. Yolanda is magic. But I’m a revolutionary solider of the sovereign people arising, so I can’t even be corrupticated by my favourite sweets. I give Yolanda a ticking off. She stops crying and ends up grinning her big teeth at my revolutionary stands. She promises me she won’t do it again. I give her a look with my commissioner of propaganda eyes, the Yan’an Rectification eyes that can spot a Lin Biao. I feel reassured. I look at her with my Boni-Marron eyes from the forests of Suriname. We make our secret sign. She walks away. Outside the Oude Kerk, I’m not the only one watching her walk away. She turns back once and makes our secret sign twice. Once for her, once for me. From behind the wall of my mouth, I shout: “Vaarwel, Yolanda!”


At the far end of Warmoesstraat, the final frontier of the district, we duck and dive into a little alley, so as to avoid the Damrak, the roadblock, and run slap bang into Prins Hendrikkade. Comrade Papa doesn’t forget to rant and rave something against all the royal families in the world. I’m not listening, I’m too excited. At the other end of the street is Amsterdam Centraal. The big clock says 9.04. Amsterdam to Paris departing at 9.58, says the She-Devil in the loudspeakers. First journey. First on the train. Comrade Papa is carrying my foreign affairs case. In my rucksack, I’ve put the same things I take with me to working-class class: books. Yolanda’s all-sorts are in there too. Before boarding, Comrade Papa tells me that Maman has left to go to the socialist paradise of Comrade Hodja, the man in the clouds on the poster over her desk. She doesn’t want to have regrets like she did last year when Comrade Mao died. Besides, Amédée Pierre’s band needs her tactical support. She didn’t have time to anticipate. Socialist necessity.


Comrade Papa didn’t have to put on his serious face to get me aboard. I’m really happy to be taking the train for the first time with Comrade Papa. Not only that – we’re heading to the Paris Commune. No steam, no whistles, the train moves off without any noise because of the electrical current. I lean out the window. I imagine the crowd on the platform waving white handkerchiefs at me. The Great Helmsman if he’s oriental, the Little Father of the Peoples if he’s accidental, sets off, carrying the torch of truth to some future revolution. There’s a lot of commotion in Amsterdam Centraal, but it’s not popular fervour. The yolk of capitalism brings down the masses. Luckily, Comrade Papa is going to have a revolution and the people will rise up and be The People, and they’ll have smiles like you see on the posters from the People’s Republic of China and the Supreme Soviet blu-tacked on my bedroom walls. The train pulls out without worrying what I’m thinking, without a smile from anyone in the station but me.


In the carriage, Comrade Papa talks loudly. No-one complains. People will put up with diatribes in languages they don’t understand. At home, Maman talks to me in school Dutch, and Comrade Papa in communist French. When they talk to each other, they cry. The cry of the sovereign people denouncing the evil capitalist control of means and resources. There are other kinds of cries that I don’t understand. But the cry of the sovereign people between Maman and Comrade Papa is something I like hearing. At least then they’re with me. I’ll be spending a lot of time with Comrade Papa on the train journey so I’m happy and a half!


*


On Big-Maman-Nights, she scribbles notes in the pile of books on her desk. I pretend I’m like her, making notes in books from school and from the library. The longer I spend noting books, the longer I get to stay with Maman, so I write notes and notes. And if I can note long enough, Maman eventually stops her notes. She gets up and she puts her arms around me. Maman says that the stories that really move us have to be locked deep in our hearts so we don’t forget. So on Big-Maman-Nights we have prisoner swaps: my stories from the working-class classroom, including my fights with Moody Marko, in exchange for her dreams of socialist Africa. She also tells me tales of agrarian forms in Albania and in proper Korea, the northern one, not the evil capitalist one. I don’t always understand Maman’s prisoners. But she uses such beautiful amazing words. As for my prisoners, I draw and quarter them, I rack them and pinion them, and when they’re all gone, I tell them all over again with special made-up words so Maman will think they’re beautiful. I stay with her for as long as my words and my body can stay awake. When I’m on the edge of sleep, she hums me a song by the Amédée Pierre gang.


On mornings after Big-Maman-Nights, I catch up on sleep in working-class class. The teachers don’t disturb me. I’m loads of lessons ahead of everyone else. Actually, my teachers say I’m years ahead of myself. They want me to go to a special school a long way from our neighbourhood. Sacriprivilege! We live in the red quarter. The most beautiful area of the city. Comrade Papa cat-and-gorically refuses to let me leave the working-class class, because a true revolutionary should never be cut off from the lumpy proletariat. That’s how they make consumer capitalists. I’m ashamed of being years ahead of myself. I don’t want to be a rabid dog of the ruling class barking at workers and stockpiling extra years and not sharing them with the labouring classes.


On Big-Comrade-Papa-Nights, everything is a weapon in the struggle against blind stateless big capitalism. The whole place is a Revolutionary Anti-Capitalist Camp – we call it the RACC. The fridge is the extra surplus-value; the shelves of pasta and tinned food are the concrete capital; the broom is an AK47; the vacuum cleaner is a Zhukov T-series tank; the bathroom is the Strategic Command Centre HQ; the toilet is the fallback position or, if I don’t behave, it’s a re-education camp.


*


The menu is a five-year-plan that lasts four days. I’m always a minister, but my title changes depending on what I’m doing. Minister of Aquatic and Bath-Related Affairs, Minister of Education and School Supplies, Minister of Poetry and Piano Practice, Minister of the War on Cockroaches and Toilet Paper, Minister in Control of Cooking Pasta and Rice, Minister of Short- and Long-Wave Radio . . . When we were developing the RACC, I was every single minister. Well, all except Minister for Propaganda, Historical Perspective and Dialectical Materials. Those were reserved for Comrade Papa. The sincere joy of the working masses, the relentless class struggle without so much as a please or thank you and the sacred union of the working classes, the Comintern, the oh, pressed people, the wonky non-aligned countries, the unconscionable colonies of Africa and Asia . . . Comrade Papa has lots of lovely phrases, and he never talks down to me, he speechifies. Our official ideology is the New Commune. On days when his face is all tired and lined because his brain is full to bursting with the final struggle of peoples against the capitalist monster, he gets lost and he stops right in the middle of his revolutionary speechifying. He looks at me and in his eyes I see pity or maybe embarrassment. I don’t like it when that happens. I don’t want to disappoint him, so I militate with every bone in my revolutionary soul. Raised fist, outstretched arm, victory sign, open hands, steely stare, survey the horizon, I repeat these over and over in front of the mirror or to Yolanda. She doesn’t understand communistic French, but she grins with all her teeth and she looks at me with something like pity or maybe embarrassment . . .


On Big-Yolanda-Nights, Yolanda arrives all dressed up and even prettier than in the uniform she wears for selling kisses. She brings colour, and not just on account of her clothes, but because she talks about Blacks and whites and Boni-Marrons. Her country, Suriname, in America where the Indians live, is full of Boni-Marrons from Black Africa. They went there by force, on account of slave work, which is different from the work of the working classes because you work and you don’t get paid. A Marxist-Leninist contradiction, says Comrade Papa, since all work is deserving of renumeration.


Slave work only exists in the mind of the slaver, because, inside his head, a slave is always free. That’s what makes him a Boni-Marron, according to Yolanda. At the first opportunity, zoom, he escapes into the jungle. Marrons know the jungles of Indian America as well as the forest they left behind in the Black Africa of Maman and Comrade Papa. Yolanda’s Boni-Marrons are a tribe of Blacks who escaped the slavery plantations for the forests. She doesn’t like it when I ask her questions about slave work. She prefers to tell me stories about kids from her tribe of Boni-Marrons in the green jungles. She uses lots of words we don’t get taught at school. They dance on her tongue, skate across her teeth and spill from her lips. She tells stories with lots of laughs. Yolanda’s mouth is pretty when she laughs.


When it’s time for bed I play at being a little kid because she likes that. She sits on the edge of my bed and takes up all the room. When she sings songs of the Boni-Marrons from the green forest, I can’t understand her words, but I can still hear her heart, because her gentlemen’s all-sorts are right next to my face. With all the kisses she has to sell, Yolanda is a lot more tired than me. So on nights when she doesn’t do her smooch-selling, she needs to rest. I yawn and then close my eyes so she thinks I’m asleep. Before she goes home, or heads back to her window for men to stare at, we make our secret sign. With her right thumb folded against her palm, she presses her four splayed fingers against my heart and then against her own heart. When she does it, one of her gentlemen’s all-sorts tries to escape from her flowery blouse. Now it’s my turn to make the sign on her heart then on my heart.


When Ogun forges men from iron and tender clay, they have four fingers on each hand. One day, a fifth grows away from all the others. The fifth allows men to do many things they can’t do with the original four. The lives of men are changed. But progress brings good things and bad stuff in the same sack. Wickedness and selfishness come with the fifth finger. Humanity is divided, men tear each other apart, they lose the memory of past happiness. But out in the green jungle, Yolanda’s tribe of Boni-Marrons in Suriname still remember that man was forged from iron and tender clay with four equal fingers. They make our secret sign so that they never forget.









A Roman Chapter


Dabilly


Because of how my name is spelled, the nationality of “i”s is the first thing that intrigues me when I start school. “There is the Roman ‘i’ and the Greek ‘i’, that’s just the way things are. Now stop asking foolish questions and concentrate on your lessons,” barks the schoolmaster. “The twin branches of the Greek ‘y’ embody a whole culture. The Romans brought them together to make a universal ‘i’. The dot on top of the ‘i’ is the true beginning of civilisation,” explains Father, re-explaining after his fashion. The distance between school and our house is more than physical.


In the mornings, I walk with Maman. We stray from the road and wander through the “gallery”; this dense tunnel of vegetation that runs along the banks of the Claise is what gave our house its name: La Galerette. In winter, it is warmer, in summer, cooler. Mother speaks little. As do I. We tread on our own thoughts. In the treetops, the ballet of squirrels; in the brush, the dance of the foxes; in the air, the thrum of the insects and the song of the birds. My favourite is the kingfisher. The name, the blue plume, the mechanical call like the sounds from the smeltery along our route. They say that in Châtellerault, at the “end of the world”, there is an even bigger smelt works.


As you arrive in Abilly, the River Claise divides to form a “y”, and we follow the right fork. Seen from the stone bridges, the silver birches descend in serried ranks along the bridle path to the artificial waterfall created to give an impetus to the water as it hurls itself into the mill wheel at Rives. The Conty dynasty have converted an ancient convent into the largest flour mill in the region. In the capitulum where novitiates once read the martyrology, millstones turned by hydraulic force crush the wheat, thereby liberating fine particles that are flammable and toxic to the bronchial tubes. Mother works there and stays there. I continue my schooling, behind the church dedicated to Saint Martin, my favourite saint.


Father left his country at a young age. They say he travelled all the way to Paris. He came home when Grandfather died. With him came the “foreigner”, already with child, which means that I was conceived in a state of sin. It is possible that I am not Father’s child. My red curls are very different from his thick black hair. Her eyes, too blue for such dark locks, her skin so pale, Mother looks like all the strumpets who work in the Paris dance halls. Here in the village, I have been reminded of this litany of sins ever since I could string two words together. I was born and grew up in Abilly, a town whose name is inscribed on my birth certificate, yet I do not feel at home here. I have always dreamed of leaving. At catechism class, where I am most assiduous, I have learned that the redemption of the soul comes through departure. Alone, or with an entire people; from Genesis to the Book of Revelation, people leave in order to be free, in order to fulfil their fate.


On Sundays, I serve at Mass. For a brief moment, I am an altar boy rather than the son of a stranger and a foreigner. Father Mathieu shows me off. I am regularly called to recite whole epistles before his flock. In truth, my Latin is very basic. Though precise when I begin my prayers, I gradually introduce scraps and later whole passages that have little to do with the tongue of Caesar. The fact remains that I have an excellent memory, and an ear for the music of the language. One evening, I confessed to the prelate.


“Pater meus, chlamydem opto cadere et animas amissas tegere . . . tamquam sanctum Martinen.”


Father Mathieu weeps for joy. Together we kneel. He sees in this the plan of the Almighty; I see it as an escape. A letter from him and I find myself accepted at the seminary in Tours . . . tamquam sanctum Martinen, like Saint Martin.


*


Several years of mortification, prayers and classes in real Latin have kept me cloistered in search of Discernment. I have never set foot outside the bishopric. When Mother is dying, I am granted a leave of absence. I return to Abilly. On the outskirts of the village, I take the path through the “gallery”, our path. It seems barely recognisable. The trees are shrunken, there are no squirrels, no kingfishers, no foxes now, the Claise looks more like a stream than a river. I find my mother confined to bed. Her skin is paler than I remember. Her blue eyes twinkle when she sees me. She is still beautiful, even when she coughs up clouds of flour and spits gobs of plaster. Out in the fields, Father is gathering stones. Dozens of them. Cut, chiselled, polished flints . . . He harvests them from earth freshly tilled by the plough and carefully stores them in what he calls his “reliquary”, a trunk next to the hearth. He speaks to his stones with the gravity of a senator. Adopting various voices, he re-creates their conversations. At first, people laugh; they assume that he is soused. But the scenes are long and involve a complex dramaturgy. Madness? The neighbours believe so. Personally, I doubt it. Spouting nonsense is not an illness, else half the village would be locked up. Besides, an asylum is no place for a man who, out in his field, works harder than the pair of oxen that drive his plough.


Proselytiser, preceptor, oracle, soothsayer, high priest, legionnaire, senator . . . Mother recognises the characters he inhabits. She identifies them, gives them names, knows how to answer them, to anticipate their words, assuage their fears, temper their passions. The state of Mother is not alien to the state of Father, and vice versa. One evening, Mother goes to bed and gutters out. A candle snuffed, a wisp of blue smoke, then nothing but a mass of wax. She is interred the following morning.


I do not have the strength to immediately return to my apostolic studies. Mother dead, Father founders. Gradually, the Roman becomes his central character. His lands become empire, the cart a chariot, the cattle chargers, the calls of hup! the cries of gladiators. Whether standing sentry at the entrance to his field, or lying in ambush behind a drystone wall, he is always armed with a pilum and a shield and a pewter pot by way of a helmet.


One morning, after sentry duty, the Roman strides towards me, tremulous and menacing. I fear that he will call me a Gaul. Before he collapses, I hear him whisper: “Tu quoque fili.” Finally, I can put him to bed. Four hours later, as I dab a flannel on his brow, he jolts awake, eyes starting from their sockets, radiating heat. My attention is caught by a trickle of snot flecked with brownish clots dripping from his left nostril.


“The land belongs to us. We subjugated it. This is our home, Maximus, heed my words. It is we who gave them the language to discuss and appreciate wine. It is to us these Gauls owe their civilisation. I have ploughed the furrows. You need only follow them, my dear Maximus. If I should fall upon the field of battle, take my shield, my pilum and my stones. Forget not the reliquary. Swear that you will take the reliquary. It houses the voices of our ancestors. The stones . . .”


I sneeze. A reflexive salvo. The force of the blast sets damp strands of hair fluttering about Father’s brow and he falls silent. He is as surprised as I. As my mouth half opens and my nose twitches, he fears a second salvo. Then his face relaxes. He lets go of me, sinks back into the sweat-damp sheets. I sneeze a second time. In the self-same bed as Mother, Father dies in the role of Abilius, the Roman legionnaire who founded the city of Abilly.


*


Three weeks, two burials and a lineage that comes down to me alone. Now sole proprietor of La Galerette, I feel as though I never left. The earth anchors bodies and souls. Should they not see me again, the congregation will dispatch a priest. He will find the house boarded up. The thought comes to me as I listen to a kingfisher whose call echoes the steam-driven pistons of the foundry. I wish to go to Châtellerault, “the ends of the earth” of my childhood. I slide the key beneath a flint carved and polished by who knows what hands in the distant past, one that Father did not have time to put away.


The Claise and I, we flow due west, towards Creuse. My own shadow trailing after me makes me feel that I am being followed by Father, by his monologues obsessed with civilisation. In the middle of the farmyard, he would restage scenes from the Assemblée Nationale: Ferry by the pigsty, Clemenceau by the chicken coop.


His acting is extravagant. He leaps when there are cheers, shakes a vengeful fist when there are boos. In the Palais Bourbon, the honourable Jules Ferry struts like a cockerel towards the dais:


“I repeat that there is a right for the superior races, because there is a duty for them. They have the duty to civilise the inferior races.”


From the back of the benches to the right, Georges Clemenceau replies:


“Ever since I saw German scholars scientifically demonstrate that France had to be defeated because the Frenchman is of an inferior race, I confess, I think twice before declaring any man or civilisation inferior!”


Then, all of a sudden, the Roman in Father would appear. Take cover! Of course there are superior races! Why else would Roman send her legions into Gaul? Why else would France dispatch her legions to the terra incognita Africae? The debates in parliament today are little changed from those of the agora. My westward march transports my thoughts towards the Americas. How familiar do we find this young and distant continent, while our ancient neighbour, Africa, is still unknown.


*


Wheat, grapes, potatoes. The source of the Holy Trinity: bread, wine, soup . . . When the countryside ceases to be a vast expanse of fields, a town is near. The roads are wider, and much busier. Infected by the bustle on the roads, I quicken my step. The waning day finds me at “the ends of the earth”. Châtellerault. I ask directions from an elegant gentleman in a top hat, whose face is half hidden by a beard and banded by a moustache. With a pristine glove, he points the way to the rue Bourbon, and the rue Saint-Jacques. I lose my way. Another top-hat-beard-moustache-white-gloves sends me towards the Quai Napoléon 1er. When the street names alternate between canonised saints and French monarchs, the dwellings are opulent, the citizenry elegant, the carriages shiny. From the right bank, I see an arched stone bridge. Roman engineering: nine vaulted spans supporting a paved thoroughfare. I cross the river. To my right, a series of sawtooth roofs and twin red-brick towers: La Manufacture des Armes de Châtellerault. The famous munitions factory, known locally as the Manu, swallows and spits out the throng of manusards, the workers in their blue overalls and caps. The vast beating heart that powers the machines spews scalding water and boiling oils into the river and belches smoke and steam into the air. In the belly of the beast, there is light. For the first time, my dazzled eyes behold the miracle of the sprite that is electricity. As though to celebrate this genie, come the bells tolling vespers. A mere twenty kilometres, but, like Moses, Jesus and other embibled personages, I have walked . . . Should I carry on? Retrace my steps? Stop here? I know that Saint James stopped at Châtellerault on his great pilgrimage. Perhaps I too have made my first stop on the way to my own Compostela.
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