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Introduction


LARA FEIGEL


To read Down and Out in Paris and London is to witness the gestation and birth of George Orwell. When Eric Blair went to Paris in 1928 aged twenty-five, he had written little and published nothing. He was the unremarkably shabby scion of an English upper-class family in decline, recently returned from a stint working for the police in Burma that had left him troubled about the cruelties of the British imperial regime but hadn’t moved him to denounce the empire altogether. By the time his book was published in 1933 he had changed his publishing name to George Orwell, developed the preoccupations with inequality, suffering and injustice that would sustain him for the next seventeen years, and had developed the voice that gave him his identity as a writer.


For this alone, the book is richly worth reading. And what a voice it is: at once dispassionate and lively, driven by an objective curiosity but somehow all the more idiosyncratic in its subjective detail. Richard Hoggart was right to observe that ‘Orwell is, first, a voice and of an everyday-English kind’.* It’s a voice that we can recognize from a single paragraph and one which marks Orwell out as Orwell.


The experiences the book describes are now well-known, both as they were written and as they actually took place. On returning from Burma, Orwell had decided that he wanted to be a writer, to the surprise of his family and friends. Needing a way to act this out, he moved to Paris in February 1928 and settled in a cheap hotel at 6 Rue du Pot de Fer in the Latin quarter. Hemingway had lived a few streets away earlier in the decade; at one point Orwell thought he saw Joyce in Les Deux Magots. For a year he lived cheaply, drafting novels and stories that remained unpublished. His style at this point was traditional and he hadn’t yet found his subject matter. The only publishable thing he wrote was an account of a visit to a homeless shelter or ‘spike’, made just before leaving England, which was published (with a couple of other pieces on the British working class) in a French newspaper. Unemployment was on the rise in France and England and the plight of the working classes was seen as worthy copy.


Then, when his money was stolen (by a visiting Italian man in the book, but by a girl he was having a fling with in real life), he set out to find work and became a dishwasher, first in the kitchen of a fashionable hotel (either the Lotti or the Crillon) and then in a more makeshift new Russian restaurant, the Auberge de Jehan Cottard. Tired of the long hours and poor conditions, he decided to return home in late 1929. In the book, he writes to a friend asking for work, and is granted a job looking after someone he unapologetically describes as a ‘congenital imbecile’. When this is delayed, he spends several weeks living as a tramp. In real life, his experiences of tramping were more sporadic, preceding and following his time in Paris, and they began with his dressing up in poor man’s clothes at a friend’s house and wandering eastward till he ended up at the lodging-house he’d described in the French newspaper article. ‘I did not feel I had to describe events in the exact order in which they happened,’ he wrote in the preface to the French edition of his book.


In the gap between the events that actually took place and the events recorded, we can see the gap between expediency and necessity. Having decided to be a writer, Orwell had decided to gain experience of the working classes, and this desire drove his experiences in Paris. It’s partly because he hides this and presents his adventures as accidental that Down and Out is such an ungainly book, leaping between picaresque description and social commentary, and combining its plain-speaking, honest tone with a palpable dishonesty about what this well-educated and expensively clothed man is doing washing dishes in Paris or sleeping rough in London. Later, Orwell would be more honest about seeking material. In his 1937 book The Road to Wigan Pier, he was open about travelling north ‘in order to see the most typical section of the English working class at close quarters’. The insistence on necessity in Down and Out is awkward because it doesn’t ring true. If he’d wanted to, he could have cabled home from Paris for funds, or asked for a loan from his aunt Nellie, who was living around the corner. Back home, he could have returned to his parents in Southwold if his job was delayed. The reader isn’t fooled, but I think it’s this feeling of coming up against the constructedness of the story that reveals that what we’re really witnessing is more complex. What’s being played out in the deception is the writer’s own search for identity, and it’s this that makes the book so interesting.


When he was working as a plongeur in Paris, Orwell didn’t yet know he was going to be a successful writer. He didn’t even know that he was the kind of person who put himself in extreme situations because he felt he had a duty to learn about them. Friends from this period later described him as being curiously bland. In Burma, he merely fitted in, lounging around on bungalow verandas singing bawdy songs at night. So at this stage, if he was seeking writerly experience, then he was also pushing himself, wittingly or unwittingly, into developing a personality. He seems to relish becoming the kind of person who pawns his clothes and washes dishes for sixteen hours a day, who smokes tobacco picked up from the streets, who learns to use words like ‘gagger’, ‘moocher’ and ‘screever’ with ease.


That’s why there’s such pleasure for Orwell-in-the-making when he hits rock bottom. There’s a kind of pride, when he’s describing the caste system in the hotel, in telling us that ‘we of the cafeterie were the very dregs of the hotel, despised and tutoied by everyone’. It’s as though he’s telling us excitedly that he has an identity now: he has earned the right to be despised. Early on he describes the ‘feeling of relief, almost of pleasure, at knowing yourself at last genuinely down and out’. Working at the hotel, he learns the value of sleep, food and camaraderie. We see him learning a new language and developing his trademark earthiness – his feeling of sharing common values with the working man. It’s to his credit that he later admitted how much he enjoyed this, looking back on these adventures in Wigan Pier: ‘. . . down there in the squalid . . . sub-world of the tramp I had a feeling of release, of adventure, which seems absurd when I look back, but which was sufficiently vivid at the time.’


It’s hitting rock bottom that allows Orwell to develop his other trademark characteristic: his curiosity. In the Spanish Civil War, he would observe himself in the act of being shot. Now he describes the particularity of hunger: how it makes you spit very frequently with ‘the spittle being curiously white and flocculent, like cuckoo-spit’. He observes the plongeur’s power of swallowing quarts of wine and then sweating it out before it can cause a hangover and the particular ‘compound of soapy water, lettuce-leaves, torn paper and trampled food’ that dirties the hotel floor. It’s curiosity that seems in part to motivate his descriptive accuracy. He is looking at people as though from a great distance, and so can notice that a particular ‘horrid, fat Frenchwoman’ has ‘a dead-white face and scarlet lips, reminding me of cold veal and tomatoes’.


It’s because the Orwell writing this isn’t yet Orwell that the perception of class feels rather jittery. It’s tempting to think of Eric Blair as being always markedly ill-at-ease with his upper-class upbringing: disliking his time at Eton and taking no pleasure in the knowledge that his great-great-great-grandfather had been an earl. But his biographers have shown that he rather liked being upper class in Burma and fitted in perfectly well at Eton (a disreputable friend in the 1940s was shunted out of the house when a fellow old Etonian came to call). It’s telling, here, that he is so preoccupied with the caste system in the hotel, that he describes a waiter with his black tail coat and white tie as looking ‘just like an Eton boy’ and that when tramping, he is particularly drawn to a fellow tramp with a knowledge of astronomy who has ‘managed to keep his brain intact and alert’, lauding him as ‘a very exceptional man’. This is, after all, a world in which a Tramp Major in a ‘spike’ can ask Orwell if he’s a gentleman and receive the reply ‘I suppose so’, as though a ‘gentleman’ is for Orwell too an objectively classifiable species. In Wigan Pier Orwell would decry this political system, insisting, with intelligent ambivalence, that class distinctions had to be abolished even if it meant ‘abolishing a part of yourself’. In his 1946 essay ‘Why I Write’, he would state that ‘Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism’. But in Paris, asked by his fellow down and out Boris if he’s political, he answers an easy ‘no’.


The ungainliness of tone can make the book an uncomfortable read as well as an interesting one. What are we to make of the scenes where he caricatures Jews, or of the opening scene where he presents a horrific account of a man taking unrepentant pleasure in raping a young girl (‘how she screamed, with what bitter cries of agony’) as merely a ‘curious specimen’ of Parisian life at the time? What kind of generational leeway must we allow, to dismiss this as merely the attitude of a lost era? The scenes where waiters describe previous acts of murder can be comically picaresque, but the rape remains too vivid to be dismissed and I don’t think he seems in control of the relationship between his moral views and his dispassionate curiosity at this point.


Elsewhere, his moral vision feels more aligned with ours today and it sometimes feels as though he could be commenting on the present. One reason to continue to read this book is that so depressingly little has changed. We’ve moved on from the particular inhumane practices Orwell describes, where tramps had to walk hundreds of miles a day from one lodging-house to another and where anyone sleeping on the streets in London was woken up at regular intervals by the police, because there was a law preventing lying down. But the situation is much worse now because the numbers are much higher. Orwell reports that on a single February night in London in 1931, the LCC recorded 2,061 sleeping on the streets, in shelters or casual wards. In 2019, Shelter estimated that there were 170,068 people homeless in London on any given night. If you walk through Charing Cross station on a winter night, you see something resembling a hellish dormitory, with one sleeping bag after another enclosing shivering figures surrounded by carrier bags and broken suitcases of possessions. Meanwhile the rhetoric remains grimly unchanged. There is still, among politicians, the tendency that Orwell decries, to treat the homeless as somehow responsible for their own plight.


Some of the strongest sections of Down and Out make the case for overcoming prejudice about homelessness by interrogating the moral assumptions of capitalism. There’s the suggestion, he says, that the plongeur’s work is honest because it’s hard and disagreeable. But ‘we have made a sort of fetish of manual work’ and we should accept that a lot of hard work is unnecessary, and merely serves to feed the luxurious tastes of the wealthy. Menial work of this kind is, he insists, modern-day slavery, perpetuated to allay fears of the mob. And the perpetuation is ‘based on the idea that there is some mysterious, fundamental difference between rich and poor’.


If we accept this – and he makes it easy to accept – then it becomes easy to agree that tramping is no worse for society than dishwashing. ‘It is a trade like any other; quite useless, of course – but, then, many reputable trades are quite useless’. The people who condemn the homeless are less concerned that work should be productive than that it should be profitable, he says. And there is no shame merely in having chosen a trade ‘at which it is impossible to grow rich’.


Some of this rankles. The suggestions, for example, that the homeless have chosen a trade feels widely off the mark. Orwell knew this himself: it was partly because he was already disturbed by the stories of rising unemployment that he’d gone on the road in the first place. But the insistence that paid work is not a good in itself, that begging may well be less pernicious than many trades, that the rich and poor can’t be differentiated by any innate characteristics, still feels regrettably timely.


Interestingly, it was a message that found a receptive audience in Britain in 1940, when Penguin reprinted the book as a sixpenny paperback and it sold 55,000 copies, having only sold 3,000 in Gollancz’s original 1933 edition. Times were changing, and Orwell was playing his part in that brief moment of widespread sympathy for the down and out. He’d become popular in the intervening years. He’d published his first four novels and his two great non-fiction books – The Road to Wigan Pier and Homage to Catalonia – building on the insights of Down and Out and using them to develop a full political vision. Soon he’d write Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four and that name, Orwell, that he’d selected at random in 1932 would spawn its own adjective: ‘Orwellian’.


The weaknesses as well as the strengths of Down and Out find fuller, more satisfying form in his later work. If there’s the feeling in Down and Out that he’s playing games with the reader as he creates a kind of fancy-dress version of himself, then he was coming to understand that politics is masquerade as well as realism. Many of the political figures on the Right and Left were also self-created illusionists. Nineteen Eighty-Four reveals an extreme version of a constructed world.


His last, great novel also continues the tradition of matter-of-fact but sympathetic depictions of proletarian life that Orwell had begun in Down and Out. For the duration of his career, it was through moment-by-moment depictions of the everyday that Orwell would make political points. In ‘Why I Write’, Orwell goes on to say that what he most wants to do as a writer ‘is to make political writing into an art. My starting point is always a feeling of partisanship, a sense of injustice.’ The injustices that motivated him show no signs of going away. For all its peculiarities, its failures, its wilfulness, Down and Out in Paris and London remains a sharply necessary book.




“O scathful harm, condition of poverte!”


CHAUCER




1


The Rue du Coq d’Or, Paris, seven in the morning. A succession of furious, choking yells from the street. Madame Monce, who kept the little hotel opposite mine, had come out on to the pavement to address a lodger on the third floor. Her bare feet were stuck into sabots and her grey hair was streaming down.


Madame Monce: “Salope! Salope! How many times have I told you not to squash bugs on the wallpaper? Do you think you’ve bought the hotel, eh? Why can’t you throw them out of the window like everyone else? Putain! Salope!”


The woman on the third floor: “Vache!”


Thereupon a whole variegated chorus of yells, as windows were flung open on every side and half the street joined in the quarrel. They shut up abruptly ten minutes later, when a squadron of cavalry rode past and people stopped shouting to look at them.


I sketch this scene, just to convey something of the spirit of the Rue du Coq d’Or. Not that quarrels were the only thing that happened there—but still, we seldom got through the morning without at least one outburst of this description. Quarrels, and the desolate cries of street hawkers, and the shouts of children chasing orange-peel over the cobbles, and at night loud singing and the sour reek of the refuse-carts, made up the atmosphere of the street.


It was a very narrow street—a ravine of tall, leprous houses, lurching towards one another in queer attitudes, as though they had all been frozen in the act of collapse. All the houses were hotels and packed to the tiles with lodgers, mostly Poles, Arabs and Italians. At the foot of the hotels were tiny bistros, where you could be drunk for the equivalent of a shilling. On Saturday nights about a third of the male population of the quarter was drunk. There was fighting over women, and the Arab navvies who lived in the cheapest hotels used to conduct mysterious feuds, and fight them out with chairs and occasionally revolvers. At night the policemen would only come through the street two together. It was a fairly rackety place. And yet amid the noise and dirt lived the usual respectable French shopkeepers, bakers and laundresses and the like, keeping themselves to themselves and quietly piling up small fortunes. It was quite a representative Paris slum.


My hotel was called the Hôtel des Trois Moineaux. It was a dark, rickety warren of five storeys, cut up by wooden partitions into forty rooms. The rooms were small and inveterately dirty, for there was no maid, and Madame F., the patronne, had no time to do any sweeping. The walls were as thin as matchwood, and to hide the cracks they had been covered with layer after layer of pink paper, which had come loose and housed innumerable bugs. Near the ceiling long lines of bugs marched all day like columns of soldiers, and at night came down ravenously hungry, so that one had to get up every few hours and kill them in hecatombs. Sometimes when the bugs got too bad one used to burn sulphur and drive them into the next room; whereupon the lodger next door would retort by having his room sulphured, and drive the bugs back. It was a dirty place, but homelike, for Madame F. and her husband were good sorts. The rent of the rooms varied between thirty and fifty francs a week.


The lodgers were a floating population, largely foreigners, who used to turn up without luggage, stay a week and then disappear again. They were of every trade—cobblers, bricklayers, stonemasons, navvies, students, prostitutes, rag-pickers. Some of them were fantastically poor. In one of the attics there was a Bulgarian student who made fancy shoes for the American market. From six to twelve he sat on his bed, making a dozen pairs of shoes and earning thirty-five francs; the rest of the day he attended lectures at the Sorbonne. He was studying for the Church, and books of theology lay face-down on his leather-strewn floor. In another room lived a Russian woman and her son, who called himself an artist. The mother worked sixteen hours a day, darning socks at twenty-five centimes a sock, while the son, decently dressed, loafed in the Montparnasse cafés. One room was let to two different lodgers, one a day worker and the other a night worker. In another room a widower shared the same bed with his two grown-up daughters, both consumptive.


There were eccentric characters in the hotel. The Paris slums are a gathering-place for eccentric people—people who have fallen into solitary, half-mad grooves of life and given up trying to be normal or decent. Poverty frees them from ordinary standards of behaviour, just as money frees people from work. Some of the lodgers in our hotel lived lives that were curious beyond words.


There were the Rougiers, for instance, an old, ragged, dwarfish couple who plied an extraordinary trade. They used to sell post cards on the Boulevard St. Michel. The curious thing was that the post cards were sold in sealed packets as pornographic ones, but were actually photographs of chateaux on the Loire; the buyers did not discover this till too late, and of course never complained. The Rougiers earned about a hundred francs a week, and by strict economy managed to be always half starved and half drunk. The filth of their room was such that one could smell it on the floor below. According to Madame F., neither of the Rougiers had taken off their clothes for four years.


Or there was Henri, who worked in the sewers. He was a tall, melancholy man with curly hair, rather romantic-looking in his long, sewer-man’s boots. Henri’s peculiarity was that he did not speak, except for the purposes of work, literally for days together. Only a year before he had been a chauffeur in good employ and saving money. One day he fell in love, and when the girl refused him he lost his temper and kicked her. On being kicked the girl fell desperately in love with Henri, and for a fortnight they lived together and spent a thousand francs of Henri’s money. Then the girl was unfaithful; Henri planted a knife in her upper arm and was sent to prison for six months. As soon as she had been stabbed the girl fell more in love with Henri than ever, and the two made up their quarrel and agreed that when Henri came out of jail he should buy a taxi and they would marry and settle down. But a fortnight later the girl was unfaithful again, and when Henri came out she was with child. Henri did not stab her again. He drew out all his savings and went on a drinking-bout that ended in another month’s imprisonment; after that he went to work in the sewers. Nothing would induce Henri to talk. If you asked him why he worked in the sewers he never answered, but simply crossed his wrists to signify handcuffs, and jerked his head southward, towards the prison. Bad luck seemed to have turned him half-witted in a single day.


Or there was R., an Englishman, who lived six months of the year in Putney with his parents and six months in France. During his time in France he drank four litres of wine a day, and six litres on Saturdays; he had once travelled as far as the Azores, because the wine there is cheaper than anywhere in Europe. He was a gentle, domesticated creature, never rowdy or quarrelsome, and never sober. He would lie in bed till midday, and from then till midnight he was in his corner of the bistro, quietly and methodically soaking. While he soaked he talked, in a refined, womanish voice, about antique furniture. Except myself, R. was the only Englishman in the quarter.


There were plenty of other people who lived lives just as eccentric as these: Monsieur Jules, the Roumanian, who had a glass eye and would not admit it, Furex the Limousin stonemason, Roucolle the miser—he died before my time, though—old Laurent the rag-merchant, who used to copy his signature from a slip of paper he carried in his pocket. It would be fun to write some of their biographies, if one had time. I am trying to describe the people in our quarter, not for the mere curiosity, but because they are all part of the story. Poverty is what I am writing about, and I had my first contact with poverty in this slum. The slum, with its dirt and its queer lives, was first an object-lesson in poverty, and then the background of my own experiences. It is for that reason that I try to give some idea of what life was like there.
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Life in the quarter. Our bistro, for instance, at the foot of the Hôtel des Trois Moineaux. A tiny brick-floored room, half underground, with wine-sodden tables, and a photograph of a funeral inscribed “Crédit est mort”; and red-sashed workmen carving sausage with big jack-knives; and Madame F., a splendid Auvergnat peasant woman with the face of a strong-minded cow, drinking Malaga all day “for her stomach”; and games of dice for apéritifs; and songs about “Les Fraises et Les Framboises,” and about Madelon, who said, “Comment épouser un soldat, moi qui aime tout le régiment?”; and extraordinarily public love-making. Half the hotel used to meet in the bistro in the evenings. I wish one could find a pub in London a quarter as cheery.


One heard queer conversations in the bistro. As a sample I give you Charlie, one of the local curiosities, talking.


Charlie was a youth of family and education who had run away from home and lived on occasional remittances. Picture him very pink and young, with the fresh cheeks and soft brown hair of a nice little boy, and lips excessively red and wet, like cherries. His feet are tiny, his arms abnormally short, his hands dimpled like a baby’s. He has a way of dancing and capering while he talks, as though he were too happy and too full of life to keep still for an instant. It is three in the afternoon, and there is no one in the bistro except Madame F. and one or two men who are out of work; but it is all the same to Charlie whom he talks to, so long as he can talk about himself. He declaims like an orator on a barricade, rolling the words on his tongue and gesticulating with his short arms. His small, rather piggy eyes glitter with enthusiasm. He is, somehow, profoundly disgusting to see.


He is talking of love, his favourite subject.


“Ah, l’amour, l’amour! Ah, que les femmes m’ont tué! Alas, messieurs et dames, women have been my ruin, beyond all hope my ruin. At twenty-two I am utterly worn out and finished. But what things I have learned, what abysses of wisdom have I not plumbed! How great a thing it is to have acquired the true wisdom, to have become in the highest sense of the word a civilised man, to have become raffiné, vicieux,” etc. etc.


“Messieurs et dames, I perceive that you are sad. Ah, mais la vie est belle—you must not be sad. Be more gay, I beseech you!




“Fill high ze bowl vid Samian vine,


Ve vill not sink of semes like zese!





“Ah, que la vie est belle! Listen, messieurs et dames, out of the fullness of my experience I will discourse to you of love. I will explain to you what is the true meaning of love—what is the true sensibility, the higher, more refined pleasure which is known to civilised men alone. I will tell you of the happiest day of my life. Alas, but I am past the time when I could know such happiness as that. It is gone for ever—the very possibility, even the desire for it, are gone.


“Listen, then. It was two years ago; my brother was in Paris—he is a lawyer—and my parents had told him to find me and take me out to dinner. We hate each other, my brother and I, but we preferred not to disobey my parents. We dined, and at dinner he grew very drunk upon three bottles of Bordeaux. I took him back to his hotel, and on the way I bought a bottle of brandy, and when we had arrived I made my brother drink a tumberful of it—I told him it was something to make him sober. He drank it, and immediately he fell down like somebody in a fit, dead drunk. I lifted him up and propped his back against the bed; then I went through his pockets. I found eleven hundred francs, and with that I hurried down the stairs, jumped into a taxi, and escaped. My brother did not know my address—I was safe.


“Where does a man go when he has money? To the bordels, naturally. But you do not suppose that I was going to waste my time on some vulgar debauchery fit only for navvies? Confound it, one is a civilised man! I was fastidious, exigeant, you understand, with a thousand francs in my pocket. It was midnight before I found what I was looking for. I had fallen in with a very smart youth of eighteen, dressed en smoking and with his hair cut à l’américaine, and we were talking in a quiet bistro away from the boulevards. We understood one another well, that youth and I. We talked of this and that, and discussed ways of diverting oneself. Presently we took a taxi together and were driven away.


“The taxi stopped in a narrow, solitary street with a single gas-lamp flaring at the end. There were dark puddles among the stones. Down one side ran the high, blank wall of a convent. My guide led me to a tall, ruinous house with shuttered windows, and knocked several times at the door. Presently there was a sound of footsteps and a shooting of bolts, and the door opened a little. A hand came round the edge of it; it was a large, crooked hand, that held itself palm upwards under our noses, demanding money.


“My guide put his foot between the door and the step. ‘How much do you want?’ he said.


“‘A thousand francs,’ said a woman’s voice. ‘Pay up at once or you don’t come in.’


“I put a thousand francs into the hand and gave the remaining hundred to my guide: he said good night and left me. I could hear the voice inside counting the notes, and then a thin old crow of a woman in a black dress put her nose out and regarded me suspiciously before letting me in. It was very dark inside: I could see nothing except a flaring gas-jet that illuminated a patch of plaster wall, throwing everything else into deeper shadow. There was a smell of rats and dust. Without speaking, the old woman lighted a candle at the gas-jet, then hobbled in front of me down a stone passage to the top of a flight of stone steps.


“‘Voilà!’ she said; ‘go down into the cellar there and do what you like. I shall see nothing, hear nothing, know nothing. You are free, you understand—perfectly free.’


“Ha, messieurs, need I describe to you—forcément, you know it yourselves—that shiver, half of terror and half of joy, that goes through one at these moments? I crept down, feeling my way; I could hear my breathing and the scraping of my shoes on the stones, otherwise all was silence. At the bottom of the stairs my hand met an electric switch. I turned it, and a great electrolier of twelve red globes flooded the cellar with a red light. And behold, I was not in a cellar, but in a bedroom, a great, rich, garish bedroom, coloured blood red from top to bottom. Figure it to yourselves, messieurs et dames! Red carpet on the floor, red paper on the walls, red plush on the chairs, even the ceiling red; everywhere red, burning into the eyes. It was a heavy, stifling red, as though the light were shining through bowls of blood. At the far end stood a huge, square bed, with quilts red like the rest, and on it a girl was lying, dressed in a frock of red velvet. At the sight of me she shrank away and tried to hide her knees under the short dress.


“I had halted by the door. ‘Come here, my chicken,’ I called to her.


“She gave a whimper of fright. With a bound I was beside the bed; she tried to elude me, but I seized her by the throat—like this, do you see?—tight! She struggled, she began to cry out for mercy, but I held her fast, forcing back her head and staring down into her face. She was twenty years old, perhaps; her face was the broad, dull face of a stupid child, but it was coated with paint and powder, and her blue, stupid eyes, shining in the red light, wore that shocked, distorted look that one sees nowhere save in the eyes of these women. She was some peasant girl, doubtless, whom her parents had sold into slavery.


“Without another word I pulled her off the bed and threw her on to the floor. And then I fell upon her like a tiger! Ah, the joy, the incomparable rapture of that time! There, messieurs et dames, is what I would expound to you; voilà l’amour! There is the true love, there is the only thing in the world worth striving for; there is the thing beside which all your arts and ideals, all your philosophies and creeds, all your fine words and high attitudes, are as pale and profitless as ashes. When one has experienced love—the true love—what is there in the world that seems more than a mere ghost of joy?


“More and more savagely I renewed the attack. Again and again the girl tried to escape; she cried out for mercy anew, but I laughed at her.


“‘Mercy!’ I said, ‘do you suppose I have come here to show mercy? Do you suppose I have paid a thousand francs for that?’ I swear to you, messieurs et dames, that if it were not for that accursed law that robs us of our liberty, I would have murdered her at that moment.


“Ah, how she screamed, with what bitter cries of agony. But there was no one to hear them; down there under the streets of Paris we were as secure as at the heart of a pyramid. Tears streamed down the girl’s face, washing away the powder in long, dirty smears. Ah, that irrecoverable time! You, messieurs et dames, you who have not cultivated the finer sensibilities of love, for you such pleasure is almost beyond conception. And I too, now that my youth is gone—ah, youth!—shall never again see life so beautiful as that. It is finished.


“Ah yes, it is gone—gone for ever. Ah, the poverty, the shortness, the disappointment of human joy! For in reality—car en réalité, what is the duration of the supreme moment of love? It is nothing, an instant, a second perhaps. A second of ecstasy, and after that—dust, ashes, nothingness.


“And so, just for one instant, I captured the supreme happiness, the highest and most refined emotion to which human beings can attain. And in the same moment it was finished, and I was left—to what? All my savagery, my passion, were scattered like the petals of a rose. I was left cold and languid, full of vain regrets; in my revulsion I even felt a kind of pity for the weeping girl on the floor. Is it not nauseous, that we should be the prey of such mean emotions? I did not look at the girl again; my sole thought was to get away. I hastened up the steps of the vault and out into the street. It was dark and bitterly cold, the streets were empty, the stones echoed under my heels with a hollow, lonely ring. All my money was gone, I had not even the price of a taxi fare. I walked back alone to my cold, solitary room.


“But there, messieurs et dames, that is what I promised to expound to you. That is Love. That was the happiest day of my life.”


He was a curious specimen, Charlie. I describe him, just to show what diverse characters could be found flourishing in the Coq d’Or quarter.
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I lived in the Coq d’Or quarter for about a year and a half. One day, in summer, I found that I had just four hundred and fifty francs left, and beyond this nothing but thirty-six francs a week, which I earned by giving English lessons. Hitherto I had not thought about the future, but I now realised that I must do something at once. I decided to start looking for a job, and—very luckily, as it turned out—I took the precaution of paying two hundred francs for a month’s rent in advance. With the other two hundred and fifty francs, besides the English lessons, I could live a month, and in a month I should probably find work. I aimed at becoming a guide to one of the tourist companies, or perhaps an interpreter. However, a piece of bad luck prevented this.


One day there turned up at the hotel a young Italian who called himself a compositor. He was rather an ambiguous person, for he wore side whiskers, which are the mark either of an apache or an intellectual, and nobody was quite certain in which class to put him. Madame F. did not like the look of him, and made him pay a week’s rent in advance. The Italian paid the rent and stayed six nights at the hotel. During this time he managed to prepare some duplicate keys, and on the last night he robbed a dozen rooms, including mine. Luckily, he did not find the money that was in my pockets, so I was not left penniless. I was left with just forty-seven francs—that is, seven and tenpence.


This put an end to my plans of looking for work. I had now got to live at the rate of about six francs a day, and from the start it was too difficult to leave much thought for anything else. It was now that my experiences of poverty began—for six francs a day, if not actual poverty, is on the fringe of it. Six francs is a shilling, and you can live on a shilling a day in Paris if you know how. But it is a complicated business.


It is altogether curious, your first contact with poverty. You have thought so much about poverty—it is the thing you have feared all your life, the thing you knew would happen to you sooner or later; and it is all so utterly and prosaically different. You thought it would be quite simple; it is extraordinarily complicated. You thought it would be terrible; it is merely squalid and boring. It is the peculiar lowness of poverty that you discover first; the shifts that it puts you to, the complicated meanness, the crust-wiping.


You discover, for instance, the secrecy attaching to poverty. At a sudden stroke you have been reduced to an income of six francs a day. But of course you dare not admit it—you have got to pretend that you are living quite as usual. From the start it tangles you in a net of lies, and even with the lies you can hardly manage it. You stop sending clothes to the laundry, and the laundress catches you in the street and asks you why; you mumble something, and she, thinking you are sending the clothes elsewhere, is your enemy for life. The tobacconist keeps asking why you have cut down your smoking. There are letters you want to answer, and cannot, because stamps are too expensive. And then there are your meals—meals are the worst difficulty of all. Every day at meal-times you go out, ostensibly to a restaurant, and loaf an hour in the Luxembourg Gardens, watching the pigeons. Afterwards you smuggle your food home in your pockets. Your food is bread and margarine, or bread and wine, and even the nature of the food is governed by lies. You have to buy rye bread instead of household bread, because the rye loaves, though dearer, are round and can be smuggled in your pockets. This wastes you a franc a day. Sometimes, to keep up appearances, you have to spend sixty centimes on a drink, and go correspondingly short of food. Your linen gets filthy, and you run out of soap and razor-blades. Your hair wants cutting, and you try to cut it yourself, with such fearful results that you have to go to the barber after all, and spend the equivalent of a day’s food. All day you are telling lies, and expensive lies.
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