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Translator’s Note

  In October 1961, the Swedish Academy awarded Ivo Andrić the Nobel Prize for literature, citing him for “the epic force with which he has depicted themes and human destinies from the history of his country.” The Academy paid special tribute to the three works that comprise his Bosnian trilogy—of which Bosnian Chronicle is the longest and most monumental. The other two are The Bridge on the Drina and Miss.

  While the subject of all three are the people of Bosnia, Bosnian Chronicle delves deepest into those elements of the turbulent Bosnian heritage which give it its unique ethnic and spiritual flavor. This is the territory—roughly the size of West Virginia—which has been the contending ground of Eastern and Western cultures for almost two thousand years. Roman legions and the phalanxes of Philip of Macedon have roamed over it in search of plunder and new frontiers. Byzantium and the Church of St. Peter have wrangled for its soul. The Ottoman tide, cresting into Europe in the sixteenth century, made of Bosnia a buffer province and a base for its incursions against Vienna and Budapest. Later, it became a precarious East-West trade route in Napoleon’s Continental System. And after the Austrian occupation in the nineteenth century, it was the fatal shot fired at Sarajevo in 1914 that plunged the world into the first global war.

  This, then, is the tortured, flamboyant tapestry of Andrić’s stories—stories in which Bosnian men and women live their perilous and extraordinary lives amid oppression and cruelty, ever haunted by visions of freedom and human dignity which history has dangled before them but has been painfully slow to deliver.

  Born in Travnik in 1892, Andrić was part of the struggle of which he writes. At the age of nineteen, while studying in Sarajevo, he joined the Bosnian Revolutionary Youth Organization, which fought for the liberation of Bosnia from Austrian rule and for the unification of the South Slavs. Thrown in jail by the Austrians, Andrić read Kierkegaard and wrote two volumes of brooding poetry, Ex Ponto (1918) and Unrest (1919). After World War I, when the South Slavs finally realized their historic dream of independence, he entered his country’s new diplomatic corps and served with distinction in Italy, Rumania, Spain, and Switzerland. He also wrote a great number of stories and novellas which quickly established him as one of the foremost Yugoslav writers of the day. Among his critical writings of that period, Conversations with Goya occupies a special place in that it states his credo as a writer and humanist.

  On the eve of World War II he was appointed Minister to Germany. When the Nazis attacked Yugoslavia he returned to Belgrade and lived as a recluse in his apartment. “The long night of the occupation seemed to have no end,” he told a friend later on. “Hope was an act of desperate defiance against monstrous odds.” Hope and the oblivion of work. He translated Giardini’s Riccordi, wrote a score of tales, and read everything in sight. He began work on his Bosnian trilogy—first Bosnian Chronicle, followed by The Bridge on the Drina and Miss. Four and a half years later the trilogy was ready for publication.

  The three books, published one after another during 1945, made him, overnight as it were, a dominant figure in Yugoslav letters. He was hailed as a prose-poet of the past, a storyteller of genuine power with a philosophic viewpoint, whose style of expression perfectly fitted his material. Moreover, the epic sweep of his canvas and the deeply compassionate spirit playing over it gave his writings a universal quality that raised them from the purely regional and placed them in the European mainstream. Here was a small-nation writer who was “big” in a fashion that transcended his “local” subject matter. It was largely through Andrić that Yugoslav literature—talented and interesting but flourishing on the European periphery—gained international recognition and a world audience for the first time. By the late fifties, Andrić’s stories, novellas, and novels were read and admired in some twenty-eight languages.

  In the years following World War II Andrić served in his country’s National Assembly and was elected president of the Yugoslav Federation of Writers. He received the highest literary award of Yugoslavia. He wrote more stories, essays, and several important novellas, notably Devil’s Yard, a phantasmagoric study of an oriental prison that has drawn critical comparisons with Gogol, Dostoevski, Kafka, and Orwell. Since the Nobel Prize, he has been living and writing in Belgrade and is now completing another chronicle of his native Bosnia.

  The main themes of Ivo Andrić’s writing—causative interplay of guilt and human suffering, the individual versus tyranny, the warping of men’s destinies through historic circumstance—which are explored singly in some of his stories, are woven in Bosnian Chronicle into a harmonious whole. The elegiac mood of his early poetry, the preoccupation with personal sin as an agent of general evil, which marks his longer stories written between the wars, are transmuted here into a relentless, many-leveled scrutiny of the character, psychology, and moral sap of a whole people. What is the truth behind the harshness of Bosnian life and its tormented heritage, how real is that audible and visible melancholy which the Austrian Colonel von Mitterer, in Bosnian Chronicle, speciously calls Urjammer—ancient misery? Why, as a discerning Yugoslav critic has asked, is “everything weighed down by some heavy and sinister burden, as if paying back who knows what kind of ancient and eternal debt”?

  For his answer Andrić turns to the past, and his quest is absorbing and illuminating. The act is neither escapism nor a deliberate turning back on the modern world, but a clear-eyed, unsentimental pursuit of durable values and pertinent atavistic wisdom. It is the method of a compassionate researcher who knows that much of the truth of an individual and his group lies locked in his antecedents and must be dredged up for the sake of the total truth. So his answers are neither pat nor necessarily flattering to his subject.

  The past, like the present, is ridden with guilt and evil, individual as well as communal, but it also yields a residue of good. Long centuries of oppression have forced the Bosnian character to grow like a stubborn plant in one of the country’s mountain passes, close to the ground and bending with the wind. But there is also a hard core of patrimony that shows through, a hardy perennial undergrowth which no wars, tyranny, or brutalities could trample out of existence. In that patrimony, heroism, nobility, and greatness of heart exist side by side with moral turpitude and coarseness. Enduring values are handed down through generations and become a distinctive heritage. And all of it together, in Andrić’s special amalgam of storytelling and large-scale canvas, makes for powerful, often shocking, but always fascinating and engrossing reading.

  The Bosnian usage of the name “Turk” to denote a Moslem of local origin and domicile has been retained in this translation. Thus “Turk” may mean either a member of the ruling Osmanli race or a Bosnian Moslem, usually of Slavic origin, whose ancestors became converts to Islam.

  The Serbo-Croatian original contains a good many Turkisms and Bosnian adaptations of Turkish titles of respect, rank, and social status. Most of these have been changed into rough-and-ready English equivalents, but a few, resisting this method, are used here in their original forms. To avoid italicizing them in the text, their meanings are given here:

  Aga: Military title, used loosely of any higher rank.

  Beg: A title of honor, usually connected with Moslem landed gentry.

  Divan: Council or council chamber; also audience or reception.

  Effendi: Master, or sir.

  Hodja: Muezzin.

  Kavass: Groom, attendant, or bearer.

  Illyria: Name of Roman province, revived under Napoleon.

  Pashalik: Territory under the jurisdiction of a pasha.

  Rayah: Subject Bosnian Christians, collectively.

  Schwabe: A Swabian, popular generic term for Germans.

  J.H.


  
Prologue

  On the outskirts of the bazaar at Travnik, under the cool and clamoring springs of Shumech, there stands, older than the town’s living memory, a little coffeehouse known as Lutva’s Café. Not even the oldest inhabitants remember Lutva, the original owner of the café—he has been lying in one of the scattered cemeteries of Travnik for at least a hundred years—but they all go to Lutva’s for coffee and his name is remembered and spoken where the names of sultans, viziers, and begs have long been forgotten. In the garden of this coffeehouse, under a cliff at the foot of the hill, there is a secluded spot, cool and slightly elevated, where an old lime tree grows. Around this lime tree, between the bushes and the rocks, low benches of irregular shape have been set up, on which it is a pleasure to sit and from which it is difficult to rise. Warped and worn smooth with the years and long use, the benches have completely blended into and become a part of the tree, the earth, and the stone around them.

  During the summer months—that is to say, from the beginning of May to the end of October—it is a place where, according to a long-standing tradition, the begs of Travnik and the more distinguished citizens who are admitted into their company foregather in the afternoon about the time of prayer. At that hour of the day, no one else in town would dream of going up to the elevation and sitting down to drink a coffee.

  The place is called “the Sofa.” In the popular usage of Travnik the word has acquired, through generations, a particular social and political connotation of its own, and anything said, discussed, and settled at the Sofa may be taken with almost the same authority as if it had been settled among the town elders in the Vizier’s divan, or council.

  On this particular day, there are some ten begs sitting at the Sofa, even though the sky has clouded over and a wind is rising, which at that season of the year means there is rain in the offing. It is the last Friday in the month of October 1806. The begs are chatting quietly, sitting in their accustomed places; most of them are thoughtfully watching the hide-and-seek of the sun and clouds and coughing in a moody fashion.

  They are discussing an important piece of news.

  One of them, a certain Suleiman Beg Ayvaz, who in the last few days had gone to Livno on business, had talked there with a man from Split—a serious person, from all appearances—and had learned from him the piece of news which he is now communicating to the begs. The latter, however, can’t quite make head or tail of it, and they are pressing him for details and asking him to repeat what he has already told them. And Suleiman Beg obliges them: “Well, here’s how it was. The man asked me a perfectly civil question: ‘Are you people over in Travnik getting ready for visitors?’ ‘Not we,’ I said to him, ‘we’ve no use for visitors.’ ‘Well, maybe you do and maybe you don’t,’ he says, ‘but you’d better get ready all the same, because you have a French consul coming. Bonaparte has asked the Porte at Istanbul to be allowed to send his consul to open a consulate at Travnik and stay on there. It has already been approved, so you can expect a consul some time this winter.’ I laughed it off as a joke. ‘For hundreds of years we’ve got along quite well without any consuls,’ I told him, ‘and we can live without them from here on too. Besides, what would a consul do in Travnik?’ But he stuck to his story. ‘How you’ve lived so far is neither here nor there,’ he said. ‘From now on you’d better get used to living with consuls. That’s how it is these days. And he’d find something to do, don’t you worry. He’ll sit beside the Vizier, ordering this and arranging that, he’ll watch and see how you begs and agas are behaving and how the Christian rayah is treated, and he’ll report everything to Bonaparte.’ That’s never happened before and never will,’ I protested. ‘No one’s ever poked his nose into our affairs and this fellow’s not likely to either.’ ‘Well, then, I don’t know about that,’ he says to me, ‘but you’d better get used to the idea, because when Bonaparte asks for something there’s nobody can refuse him, not even the government in Istanbul. And not only that, but as soon as Austria sees you’ve accepted a French consul, she’ll demand that you take one of hers as well, and after Austria there’ll be Russia . . .’ ‘Oh come now, stop it, neighbor,’ I said to him, but he kept on grinning, the Latin pest, and stroking his mustache. ‘You can cut it off if it doesn’t turn out just as I’m telling you,’ he said. So there you are, my good friends, that’s what I have heard and I simply can’t get it out of my head,” Ayvaz finished his tale.

  Conditions being what they are—the French army occupied Dalmatia over a year ago and Serbia is in continuous revolt—a vague rumor of this kind is sufficient to baffle and disturb the begs, who have enough worries of their own. They are stirred and anxious, though no one would guess it from the expressions on their faces and the calm way they puff at their pipes. They speak slowly, in fits and starts, one at a time, conjecturing what this might mean, how much truth and untruth there is in the news, what steps they should take to verify it and perhaps stop the whole thing before it develops.

  Some are of the opinion that the rumor is a lurid exaggeration, invented by someone who wanted to disturb and frighten them. Others again say, with bitterness in their voices, that the rumor is not surprising, seeing how such things are happening in Istanbul and Bosnia and all over the world, and that one ought to be ready for anything. Then, there are those who comfort themselves with the thought that this is Travnik—Travnik!—not just any little market town, and that whatever happens to other people need not and cannot happen to them.

  Each one of them makes a remark or two—enough to show that he is participating—but none will commit himself definitely, for they are all waiting to hear what the oldest of them will say. And the oldest is Hamdi Beg Teskeredjich, a big-boned old man, slow of movement but still boasting a powerful body of giant proportions. He has been through many wars and suffered wounds and captivity; he has had eleven sons, eight daughters, and a numerous progeny between them. His beard and mustache are sparse, the skin of his keen regular face is tanned and full of scars and livid blotches from a blast of gunpowder long ago. The heavy eyelids are leaden in color and perpetually half-lowered. His speech is slow but clear.

  At length, Hamdi Beg cuts short their guessing, speculation, and fears in his strangely youthful voice: “Come, come, let’s not wail over the judge before he’s really dead, as the saying goes. Let’s not get stirred up prematurely. One should listen to everything and remember everything, but not take everything to heart right away. As for these consuls, who knows what’s what? Maybe they’ll come, maybe they won’t. And even if they come, the Lashva won’t turn around and flow backwards—it will run the same as now. We’re here on our own ground, anyone else who may come will be on strange ground and he won’t tarry long. Armies have gone through here before and they never could hold out for long. Many have come here to stay, but so far we’ve always managed to see the back of them, just as we will see the back of these consuls too, even supposing they come. For the moment, they’re not even in sight. And as for Bonaparte’s request to Istanbul, that needn’t be final, for all we know. For years a good many people have asked for a good many things, but what a man asks and what he gets is not always the same thing. . . .”

  Hamdi Beg has spoken the last words testily. Now, in complete silence, he blows a cloudlet of smoke and continues. “Well, let them come! Let us see what happens and how many there are. No man’s candle burns forever, nor will this . . . this fellow’s . . .”

  Here Hamdi Beg gulps a little and gives a cough of suppressed annoyance, thus managing not to pronounce Bonaparte’s name, which is in everyone’s thoughts and on everyone’s tongue.

  As no one has anything further to add, the discussion of the latest piece of news is over.

  Soon the clouds veil the sun completely and a strong gust of cold wind blows through the valley. The leaves of the poplars along the riverbank rustle with a metallic sound. The cold shudder sweeping down the Travnik valley means that for this year an end has come to the sessions and chatting on the Sofa. One by one the begs commence to get up; they gesture silent greetings to one another and then scatter to their homes.


  
1

  At the beginning of the year 1807 strange things began to happen at Travnik, things that had never happened before.

  No one in Travnik had ever supposed that the town was made for an ordinary life and for the workaday grind—no one, not even the last Moslem bumpkin from the mountain hinterland. This deep-seated feeling that they were somehow different from the rest of the world, that they were created and called for better and higher things, was as much a part of their life as the cutting winds from Vlashich, the cool waters of Shumech, and the sweet-tasting maize of the sunny fields around Travnik, and the people never lost this feeling, not even in sleep or the times of great difficulties or in the moment of death.

  This was especially true of the Moslems who lived in the town itself. But even the humble and the poor of the three faiths—the so-called rayah—scattered along the hilly outskirts or crowded together in separate suburbs, shared this feeling in their own way and each according to their station. And this was also true of their town itself, about whose situation and layout there was something special, typical, and proud.

  In reality, this town of theirs was a narrow and deep gorge which successive generations had in the course of time built up and brought under cultivation, a fortified passageway where men had paused and then settled down permanently, adapting themselves to it and it to themselves down the centuries. On both sides, mountains tumble down steeply and meet in the valley at a sharp angle, leaving barely enough room for a thin river and a road running beside it. It all reminds one of an oversize half-opened book, the pages of which, standing up stiffly on each side, are generously illustrated with gardens, streets, houses, fields, cemeteries, and mosques.

  No one has ever reckoned the number of hours of sunlight which nature has withheld from this town, but it is certain that here the sun rises later and sets earlier than in any other of the numerous Bosnian cities and small towns. The people of the town—Travnichani—do not deny it either, but they claim that, while it shines, it does so with a light that no other town can boast of.

  In this narrow valley, where the river Lashva flows along the bottom and the steep hillsides are full of the whisper of springs, rivulets, and water-mill channels, a valley full of damp and drafts, there is hardly a straight path or piece of level ground where a man may step freely and without paying attention. All is steep and uneven, crisscrossed and angled, linked and chopped up by private right-of-ways, fences, blind alleys, gardens, wicket gates, graveyards, and shrines.

  Here by the water, that fickle, mysterious, and powerful element, generations of Travnichani are born and die. Here they grow up, sallow-faced and delicate of body, but hardened and equal to anything; here they live, with the Vizier’s Residency ever before their eyes, proud, sensitive, haughty, fastidious, and cunning; here they work and thrive, or loaf around in genteel poverty; cautious and persevering, they don’t know how to laugh aloud but are masters of the sly leer; scant talkers, they are fond of the whispered innuendo; and here they are buried when their time comes, each according to his faith and custom, in marshy graveyards, making room for a new generation like themselves.

  So the waves of posterity go on, bequeathing one to another not only a peculiar common heritage of body and spirit, but also a land and a faith, not only an inherited sense of what is right and fitting and an instinct for recognizing and distinguishing all the byways, gateways, and alleys of their intricate town but also an inborn flair for judging the world and men in general. Thus equipped come the children of Travnik into the world; of all their attributes pride is the most conspicuous. Pride is their second nature, a living force that stays with them all through life, that animates them and marks them visibly apart from the rest of mankind.

  This pride has nothing in common with the naïve ostentation of prosperous peasants and small-town provincials who, smug in their pleasure with themselves, swell visibly and are loud in self-congratulation. On the contrary, their pride is of an inner and private kind; it is more like a burdensome legacy and an exacting obligation toward themselves, their families, and their town, set and conditioned by nothing less than the lofty, exalted, and quite abstract image which they have formed of themselves and their city.

  Still, every human feeling has its measure and limit, and the sense of one’s own grandeur is no exception. While it is true that Travnik is the seat of the Vizier and its people are well bred and neat, moderate and wise enough to deal with emperors, there are times in the lives of Travnichani when their pride becomes a nuisance and they yearn secretly for a relaxed and carefree existence, when they would settle for a humble life in one of these obscure small market towns that do not figure in the reckoning of emperors or in the clashes of states, that are bypassed and unaffected by world events and do not lie in the path of great and celebrated men.

  Indeed, times had become such that one couldn’t look forward to anything pleasant or expect anything good. For that reason the proud and discerning people of Travnik hoped that in fact nothing would happen and they would be allowed, as far as possible, to lead their lives without changes or surprises. Anyway, what good could possibly result from rulers being locked in combat, from nations giving each other bloody noses, from scorched and burning lands? A new vizier? He would not be worse or better than his predecessor, while his swarming entourage would be an unknown quantity, hungering and lusting for Lord knew what new things. (“The best vizier we ever had,” they said, “was the one who got as far as the frontier, then went straight back to Istanbul and never even set foot in Bosnia.”) Some foreigner? A distinguished bird of passage, perhaps? But one knew exactly what that meant. They spent a little money and distributed a few gifts, and the moment they were gone, next day as it were, questions were asked and police inquiries instituted. Who were they and what were they, with whom did they spend the night, who was seen talking to them? And by the time you disentangled and cleared yourself, you regretted it ten times over and lost more money than you may have made on the stranger. Or perhaps a spy . . . ? Or a secret agent of an unknown power, with dubious intentions? When all was said and done, it was hard to tell what a man might bring or whose scout he might be.

  In short, things were not too promising nowadays. It was better by far to eat one’s bread and live one’s days in peace—as much as one had left of either—in this the noblest of all cities on earth, and may the good Lord save us from glory, from important visitors, and from great events.

  Such, in the opening years of the nineteenth century, were the thoughts and private hopes of the leading men of Travnik, although, naturally, they kept them to themselves; for it was characteristic of the Travnichani that between their wishes and thoughts and a visible or audible expression of them there was a long and devious road not easily traversed.

  In the last few years especially—at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century—events and changes had come rather fast and thick. Indeed, there was a regular assault of events from every quarter, a clashing and a tumble that ranged all over Europe and the great Turkish Empire and reached even into this tight little valley, settling here like flood water or a sand drift. Ever since the Turks had withdrawn from Hungary, the relations between the Ottoman Empire and the Christian world had grown steadily worse and more complex, as had conditions in general. The warriors of the great Empire, the agas and the spahis, who had been forced to relinquish their rich estates on the fertile Hungarian plain and to return to their cramped and poor country, were bitter and resentful of everything Christian; and while they multiplied the number of mouths that had to be fed, the number of hands available for work remained as before.

  On the other hand, these same wars of the eighteenth century that were easing the Turks out of the neighboring Christian lands and bringing them back to Bosnia, filled the local rayah—or subject Christians—with bold new hopes and opened up daring new horizons; and this too was bound to influence the attitude of the rayah to their imperial overlord, the Turk. Both sides—if one may speak of two sides at this stage of the struggle—fought each in its own way, and with the means that were suited to the times and circumstances. The Turks elected repression and force, the Christians fought back with passive resistance, cunning, and conspiracy, or readiness to conspire. The Turks defended their right to live and their way of life, the Christians fought to gain those rights. The rayah was getting “uppish” and was no longer what it used to be. This conflict of interests, beliefs, yearnings, and hopes produced a convulsive atmosphere which the long Turkish wars with Venice, Austria, and Russia made only tenser and more constricting. In Bosnia the mood grew somber and brooding, clashes became more frequent, life more difficult; order and sense of security waned by the day.

  The beginning of the nineteenth century brought an uprising in Serbia that was symbolic of the new times and new methods of struggle. The Bosnian knot tightened more ominously still.

  As time went on, the rebellion of the Serbs caused more and more worries, trouble, damage, expense, and loss throughout Turkish Bosnia, and thus to Travnik as well, though more to the Vizier, the authorities, and the other Bosnian towns than to the Turks of Travnik itself; to the latter no war was big or important enough to warrant a contribution of their wealth, let alone their persons. The Moslems of Travnik spoke of “Karageorge’s rebellion” with rather forced contempt, just as they always found some sneering epithet for the army which the Vizier sent against Serbia and which the fumbling and bickering local chieftains assembled, in their slow and chaotic way, in the environs of Travnik.

  A more deserving topic of conversation in Travnik was the European campaigns of Napoleon. At first, these were discussed as if they were distant events that needed retelling and interpretation but which had not, and could not possibly have, any connection with the daily life of Travnik. The arrival of the French army in Dalmatia unexpectedly brought this fabled “Bonaparte” much nearer to Bosnia and Travnik.

  Simultaneously there came to Travnik a new vizier, Husref Mehmed Pasha, bringing with him a new respect for Napoleon and an interest in everything French—an interest far greater, the Travnichani felt, than was becoming to an Osmanli and a high representative of the Turkish Empire.

  Perturbed and irritated by it all, the local Moslems began to express their feelings about Napoleon and his exploits in terse and cryptic sentences or else with a disdainful pursuing of lips. Still, none of it could quite remove and protect them from Bonaparte or from the events which, like ripples of water radiating from their center, spread from him with mysterious speed to every corner of Europe, or which, like a blaze or the plague, caught up with all men whether they tried to run from it or hoped to escape it by staying put. The unseen and, to them, unfamiliar conqueror seemed to inject their city, as he did so many other cities of the world, with unrest, excitement, and commotion. For years to come the hard ringing name of Bonaparte was to echo through the valley of Travnik and, whether they liked it or not, the townspeople were often to mouth its gnarled, angular syllables; the name would long buzz in their ears and hover before their eyes. For the “Times of the Consuls” were at hand.

  All Travnichani, without exception, like to appear unruffled and to affect an air of impassivity. Yet the rumored arrival of a consul —now a Frenchman, then an Austrian or a Russian, then again all three of them together—caused them to worry and entertain hopes; it touched off desires and anticipations that were difficult to hide altogether, that in fact set their minds working more briskly and gave a lively new note to their conversation.

  Very few of them understood the real import of these rumors, which had been bandied about since the fall, and no one could say specifically which consuls were expected or what their business in Travnik was supposed to be. In the prevailing mood, a single scrap of news, a chance hint of something unusual, was enough to stir their imagination, to call forth much talk and guessing; and, beyond that, many doubts and fears, many secret thoughts and longings of the kind which a man does not admit or broadcast but keeps to himself.

  The local Moslems, as we have seen, were apprehensive and inclined to sound churlish when discussing the possible arrival of a consul. Mistrustful of everything that came from abroad and hostile in advance toward anything new, the Turks hoped privately that these rumors were no more than spiteful gossip typical of unsettled times, that the consuls might never come, or that, if they came after all, they would shortly pack up and vanish again, together with the bad times that had brought them.

  The Christians, on the other hand, Catholics and Orthodox alike, received the news with joy and passed it along by word of mouth, stealthily and in whispers, extracting from it vague new hope and a promise of change to come. Any change could only be for the better. And of course each of them thought of the prospect in his own fashion and from his own point of view, which was often diametrically opposed to the viewpoints of others.

  The Catholics, who were in the majority, dreamed of an influential Austrian consul who might bring with him the help and protection of the mightly Catholic Emperor at Vienna. The Orthodox, who were fewer in number and had been steadily persecuted during the last few years on account of the Serbian rebellion, expected little—either from a French or an Austrian consul—but they saw in it a good omen and a proof that the Turkish authority was weakening and that better times were on the way—times of unrest and therefore of deliverance. But they were quick to add that naturally “nothing would be accomplished without a Russian consul.”

  Even the small but lively community of Sephardic Jews found it hard, in the face of such news, to maintain the businesslike reserve which the centuries had taught them; they were stirred by the hope that Bosnia might get a consul of the great French Emperor, Napoleon, “who is good to the Jews like a good father.”

  The rumor of the imminent arrival of foreign consuls, like most rumors in our land, cropped up suddenly, grew to fantastic proportions, and then ceased just as suddenly, only to reappear in a new form and with new intensity several weeks later.

  In the middle of winter, which happened to be short and mild that year, these intimations took on an appearance of reality for the first time. There arrived from Split a Jew by the name of Pardo who, together with a Travnik merchant called Juso Atias, began to look around for a suitable house for the French consulate. They went everywhere, consulted with the town mayor and inspected the properties of the Moslem trust foundation with the administrator. Finally they chose a large, rather neglected house belonging to the foundation where, as far back as anyone could remember, the itinerant merchants from Dubrovnik used to put up and which, for that reason, was called Dubrovnik Lodge. The house stood on one side of the town, above a Moslem school, in the middle of a large, steeply sloping garden traversed by a brook. As soon as terms were agreed upon, they engaged artisans, carpenters, and masons to repair the house and put it in order; and this dwelling which up till then had languished apart and gaped at the world with empty windows, came to life all of a sudden and began to attract the attention of the townspeople and the curiosity of children and loiterers. There was talk that a coat of arms and a flag were to be displayed, permanently and conspicuously, on the building of the foreign consulate. These were things which, in fact, no one had ever seen before; the Moslems pronounced the two weighty and important words seldom and with a frown, while the Christians whispered them often and with a certain malice.

  The Moslems of Travnik were, of course, too shrewd and too proud to show their true feelings, but in conversation among themselves they made no attempt to conceal them.

  For some time now they had been fretting and troubled in the knowledge that the fences of the empire were tumbling along the frontiers and that Bosnia was fast becoming an open territory, trampled not only by the Osmanlis but by unbelievers of the whole wide world, where even the rayah dared to raise its head more boldly than ever before. And now they were about to be overrun by some infidel consuls and spies, who were sure to use every opportunity to boast of the power and sway of their emperors. And so, little by little, the death knell would be sounded to the good order and “beautiful quiet” of Turkish Bosnia, which in any case had been progressively more difficult to keep and defend for many years past. It was plainly Allah’s will and design that the Turks should rule up to the river Sava, and the “Schwabes” beyond. Yet now all Christendom was challenging this patent ordinance of the Almighty, tugging at the frontier fences and digging under them day and night, both openly and in secret. Lately too the divine will itself showed unmistakable signs of blurring and softening. “What else is likely to happen, who else is likely to come?” the older Turks asked themselves with heartfelt bitterness.

  And in fact what the baptized folk were saying about the rumored opening of foreign consulates only went to prove that the chagrin of the Moslems was not unjustified.

  “There will be a flag!” the Christians whispered to one another; and their eyes were bright with defiance, almost as if the flag would be their own. In reality no one had any idea of what kind of flag it was supposed to be, or what was likely to happen once it appeared, but the very thought that beside the green Turkish flag other colors would be unfurled and allowed to flutter with impunity brought a joyous new luster to people’s eyes and aroused such hope as only the oppressed can know and entertain.

  Those five bare words—“There will be a flag”—brightened many a poor devil’s home for a few moments, made his empty stomach easier to bear, his threadbare suit of clothes warmer; the sound of those five plain unassuming words caused many a peasant’s heart to skip a beat, bemused his vision with flaming colors and gilded crosses, filled his ears, like a gust of irresistible wind, with the victorious flapping of all the standards of all the emperors and kings of Christendom. For man can live on a single word, as long as he has the will to fight and by fighting to keep himself alive.

  Apart from all this, there was yet another reason why many a shopkeeper in the bazaar thought hopefully of the change. The advent of these unknown but almost certainly well-to-do newcomers held out prospects of new income, for they were bound to shop and spend money. In the last few years, trade had declined and the bazaar had gone into a slump, particularly since the Serb rebellion. Mounting taxes, forced labor, and frequent requisitions had driven the peasant away from the city, and now he had little to sell and bought only the barest necessities. Government purchases were spotty and payments irregular. Slavonia was shut off, while the landing of French troops in Dalmatia made that market insecure and problematical. In these circumstances the business community at Travnik clutched at every straw and looked in every direction for some sign of change for the better.

  At last, the thing of which everybody had been talking for months became a reality. The first of the consuls to arrive was the French Consul-General. It was the end of February, the last day of the Moslem fast of Ramadan. An hour before the evening prayer, as the chilly February sun was setting, the people in the lower bazaar were able to observe the arrival of the Consul. The storekeepers had already begun to move their merchandise indoors and to lower the shutters when a scramble of inquisitive gypsy urchins announced his coming.

  The procession was a short one. At the head of it rode the Vizier’s envoys, two courtiers of the highest rank, escorted by half a dozen horse soldiers. They had gone down to Lashva to meet him. They were smartly got out and their mounts were good. On either side and in the rear rode the guards of the mayor of Livno, who had accompanied the Consul all the way; frozen and tired out, they cut a rather poor figure on their shaggy, small ponies. In the middle of the procession, riding a sturdy and elderly gray, was the French Consul-General—M. Jean Daville, a tall, pink-cheeked man with blue eyes and a light-colored mustache. He had a co-traveler beside him, a M. Pouqueville, who was on his way to Janina, where his brother was also a consul. Bringing up the rear, several paces behind them, was Pardo, the Jew from Split, and two strapping big Dalmatians from Sinj, who were in the French service. All three were bundled up to their eyes in black tunics and scarlet peasant shawls, and there were traces of straw on their riding boots.

  The procession, it will be evident, was not especially large or brilliant, and the winter weather conspired to rob it of the little glamour and pageantry it might otherwise have had, as cold makes bulky clothing unavoidable and cramps one’s posture and lends the whole thing an air of unseemly haste.

  And so, except for a handful of shivering gypsy children, the little cavalcade passed through the town arousing little or no interest among the Travnichani. The Moslems pretended not to see it, while the Christians dared not show undue attention. And even those who saw everything, whether out of the corner of their eye or from some hidden place, were disappointed that Bonaparte’s Consul should make so colorless and prosaic an entry, for most of them had visions of the consuls as exalted dignitaries who wore splendid uniforms decked with gold braid and decorations, riding spirited thoroughbreds or else reclining in glittering carriages.
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  The Consul’s retinue lodged at the state inn, the Consul and M. Pouqueville at the home of Joseph Baruch, the wealthiest and most respected Jew in Travnik, as the large house that was being fitted out for the French consulate would not be ready for another few weeks. Thus, on the first day of the festival of Bairam—which marked the end of the fast of Ramadan—the unusual guest woke up in the small but cozy house of Joseph Baruch. The entire ground floor was placed at his and M. Pouqueville’s disposal. Daville was given a large corner room, with two windows overlooking the river and another two with wooden grilles, facing the garden, which was frozen and desolate under a coating of white frost that did not thaw the whole day long.

  On the floor above one could hear the patter, scuffling, and cries of Joseph Baruch’s many children and the shrill voice of their mother, vainly trying to keep them quiet with threats and shouts. From the town there came the boom of firing cannon, the crackle of children’s popguns, and the ear-rending wail of gypsy music. A couple of drums beat out a dull rhythm and over their somber resonance a reed pipe gamboled and pranced, improvising strange melodies full of unexpected trills and pauses. It was one of those rare days in the year when Travnik emerged from its silence.

  As it would not be fitting for the Consul to show himself in the streets before he had paid an official call on the Vizier, Daville remained in his big room during the three days of the feast of Bairam, with the same little river and frozen garden constantly in front of his eyes; but if the view was bleak, the unusual sounds of the house and the town gave him an earful. The rich, abundant Jewish food, a mixture of oriental and Spanish cooking, spread a heady aroma of oil, burnt sugar, onions, and powerful spices through the house.

  Daville passed the time in conversation with his compatriot, Pouqueville, in issuing orders, and in being briefed on the ceremonial aspects of his first visit to the Vizier, which was to take place on Friday, immediately after the conclusion of the three-day feast of Bairam. From the Residency, meanwhile, he received a gift of two large tallow candles and a basket of almonds and raisins.

  Liaison between the Residency and the new Consul was performed by the Vizier’s physician and interpreter, César D’Avenat, whom both the Turks and the local people called “Davna.” He had called himself by this name the better part of his life. Actually his family came from Piedmont, though he was born in Savoy and was French by adoption. As a young man he had studied medicine at Montpellier and had called himself Cesare Avenato at the time; it was there that he had chosen his present name and opted for French nationality. From there, in circumstances that had never been satisfactorily explained, he had somehow made his way to Istanbul and there entered the service of the redoubtable Kutchuk Hussein, Chief Admiral of the Navy, as surgeon and medical adviser. The Admiral had passed him on to Mehmed Pasha, who was then Vizier of Egypt, and who later brought him to Travnik as his personal doctor, interpreter, and a general factotum of many talents, useful in any kind of exigency.

  He was a tall, sinewy, and thickset man of swarthy complexion and dark hair that was always carefully powdered and braided in an impeccable queue. There were a few deep pockmarks on his broad, clean-shaven face; he had a large, sensual mouth and burning eyes. He was neatly groomed and wore French clothes of a prerevolutionary cut.

  D’Avenat brought genuine good will to his task and tried to be as helpful as possible to his distinguished compatriot.

  To Daville, everything was new and strange and took up all of his time; but it couldn’t shut out the thoughts which, especially in the slow hours of the night, flashed through his mind uninvited, leaping swiftly from the present to the past and then again to the future, as if straining to divine its shape and visage.

  The nights were oppressive and seemed endless.

  He couldn’t get used to lying on the low mattress on the floor, which made his head feel heavy, or to the smell of wool in the hard-packed and newly refilled pillows. He woke up often from the stuffy warmth of too many eiderdowns and blankets, feeling soured and bilious from the overspiced oriental food which makes heavy eating and which the body takes and assimilates with the utmost reluctance. He rose several times and drank ice-cold water that shocked his gullet and painfully cooled his stomach.

  During the day, as he talked with Pouqueville or D’Avenat, he gave the impression of a calm and decisive man, one who had a well-ordered profession, rank, and name, a man of clear purpose, carrying out palpable tasks that happened to bring him to this God-forsaken Turkish province, just as they might have to any other part of the world. But at night he was not only his present self but also his past selves and the self he hoped to be in the future. And this man lying in the darkness of the long February nights appeared a stranger to himself, a person of many sides who at times was not to be recognized.

  And even as the dawn startled him awake with its drums and pipes of Bairam, or with a scuttling of children’s feet on the floor above, Daville had trouble rousing himself and realizing where he was. For a while he would nod between sleeping and waking, since his dreams were bound up with the reality of his life thus far, whereas the reality of the moment was more like the sort of dream in which a man suddenly finds himself cast into a far and weird landscape and facing a most fantastic situation. So his waking was like a dream that failed to end, from which one passed slowly and with an effort to the unwanted reality of being a consul in the distant Turkish town of Travnik.

  And in this welter of exotic new impressions, memories of the past came to haunt him irresistibly, mingling with the tasks and cares of the present. Incidents from his past life swam to the surface of his mind, often abruptly and disconnectedly, only to take on a new light and strange new dimension. For the life he had left behind had been a full and restless one.

  Jean-Baptiste-Etienne Daville was in his late thirties, tall, of light hair, with an erect carriage and a firm walk. He had been seventeen when he left his native town on the north coast of France and went to Paris, like so many before him, to seek a life for himself and make a reputation. After his early quests and experiences, he was soon drawn to the Revolution, together with millions of other people; and the Revolution became his private, all-exclusive destiny. A volume of his verse and two or three ambitious flings at historical and social plays remained tucked in a drawer; he gave up his modest job of apprentice clerk in the government. Jean Daville became a journalist. He still published verses and literary articles, but now his main interest was the Constituent Assembly; he poured his youth and all the enthusiasm of which he was capable into exhaustive reports of its proceedings. But under the grindstone of the Revolution all things crumbled, changed their substance, and vanished, swiftly and without leaving a trace. It was like a dream. Men passed rapidly and directly from position to position, from honor to honor, from infamy to death, from poverty to fame, some moving in one direction, others in the opposite.

  In those extraordinary times and circumstances Daville had been in turn a journalist, then a volunteer in the war against Spain, then an official in the hastily improvised Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which sent him on various missions to Germany, Italy, the Cisalpine Republic, and the Knights of Malta. Then, back in Paris once more, he resumed journalism and became literary critic at Le Moniteur. And now finally he was Consul-General at Travnik, with orders to establish a consulate and initiate and develop trade relations with this Turkish province, while assisting the French occupation forces in Dalmatia and watching the pulse and temper of the Christian rayah in Bosnia and Serbia.

  Such, in a few words, was the biography of this guest in the house of Joseph Baruch. Yet now, looking at it from the strange perspective of his unexpected three days’ confinement, Daville often had to make an effort to remember exactly who he was and where he came from, what his earlier life had been, why he had come to this place, and how it happened that he was now pacing this red Bosnian rug all day long.

  So long as a man leads a normal, ordered life among his own kind, such details of his career represent important phases and significant turning points in his life; but as soon as chance, illness, or an assignment separate and isolate him, these highlights begin suddenly to fade and gutter, to wither and shrivel like so many papier-mâché masks that one has no use for any more. And from underneath there begins to emerge our other life, known to only ourselves, the “true” story of our spirit and body, one that has not been set down anywhere and which no other person can begin to guess at, a story that has no visible connection with our successes in society but which, in the final tally of good and evil in our existence, is the only concrete and decisive one.

  Lost in these wilds, in the long nights when every last sound petered away in darkness, Daville looked back on his life as a long succession of bold endeavors and fainthearted backsliding, known only to himself; an erratic patchwork of quest, bravery, lucky turns, triumphs, sudden wrenches, setbacks, contradictions, useless sacrifices, and vain compromises.

  In the darkness and silence of this town, which he had scarcely seen as yet but where trouble and worries surely awaited him, the truism that the world would never know peace and order acquired a stark new meaning for Daville. At times it seemed to him that life demanded unconscionable efforts and each effort a disproportionate amount of courage. In the darkness that surrounded him, he could not see the end of these efforts. Terrified of faltering and remaining still, a man deceived himself by burying his unfinished business under new tasks, which he would never finish either, and in these fresh enterprises and endeavors sought new strength and a new lease of courage. And so he cheated himself and as time went on piled up an ever greater and more hopeless debt to himself and to everyone around him.

  Still, as the day of his first official reception drew near, these memories and reflections gave way increasingly to new impressions and to the practical cares and work of the moment. Daville pulled himself together. Remembrance and brooding thoughts receded to the back of his mind, from where, in days to come, they would often reappear to give an odd and surprising dimension to daily events or to the strange experiences of his new life in Travnik.

  At last the three long days, with their three nights of soul searching, came to an end. With a premonition that is usually not far wrong in people who have received many hard knocks in their lives, Daville thought that morning: “It is quite possible that these three days were the best and quietest I’m ever going to spend in this cramped little valley.”

  In the early morning of that day there was the sound of neighing and stamping horses under his windows. Strapped in his gala official uniform, the Consul awaited the captain of the Vizier’s Mameluke Guard, who came accompanied by D’Avenat. Everything went off as arranged and discussed beforehand. There were twelve Mamelukes, from the detachment which the Vizier Melmed Pasha had brought from Egypt as his personal bodyguard and of whom he was particularly proud. Their smartly rolled turbans of finely woven silk and gold, their curving scimitars dangling picturesquely from their horses’ flanks, their ample cherry-colored greatcoats attracted everyone’s attention. The mounts of Daville and his escort were caparisoned from head to tail with choicest cloth; the men were smart and showed good discipline. Daville tried to mount his horse as naturally as possible; the animal was a quiet old black, rather broad-crouped. The Consul’s dark blue cloak was generously parted at the chest to show the gilded buttons, the silver sash, the medals and service decorations. Sitting straight as a ramrod, his handsome virile head held up high, the Consul cut a fine figure.

  Up to the point where they turned into the main street, everything went well and the Consul had reason to be satisfied. But as soon as they reached the first Turkish houses, suspicious calls began to be heard and there was a sudden banging of courtyard gates and a closing of window shutters. Already at the first gate a little girl opened one wing of the door and, muttering something unintelligible, began to spit thinly into the street, as if casting a spell. A moment later other doors flew open and shutters were raised, one after another, revealing faces that were full of hate and fanatical zeal. Veiled women spat and cursed, and small boys shouted abuse, accompanied by obscene gestures and unmistakable threats, as they smacked their bottoms or drew their fingers across the throats in a vicious slitting movement.

  As the street was narrow and shut in by jutting balconies on both sides, the procession ran a double gamut of abuse and threats. At first, taken aback, the Consul tightened his reins and slowed down, but D’Avenat spurred his horse nearer and, without turning in the saddle or moving a single facial muscle, began to urge in an agitated whisper: “I beg Your Excellency to ride on quietly and pay no attention. They are wild ignorant people. They hate everything foreign and greet everyone in this way. It is best to ignore them. That’s what the Vizier does, ignore them. It’s their barbarian way. Please ride on, Your Excellency.”

  Baffled and outraged, although trying his best to hide it, the Consul rode on, realizing that none of the Vizier’s guards did in fact pay any attention to what was happening; but he felt a rush of blood to his head. Confused, rash, and contradictory thoughts raced through his mind. His first thought was whether, as a representative of the great Napoleon, he ought to tolerate this or whether he should return to his house right away and create a scandal. It was a hard decision to make, for as much as he wanted to stand up for the honor of France, he was equally anxious to avoid any impetuous action that would lead to a clash and so ruin his relations with the Vizier and the Turks right on his very first day. Failing to summon up enough resolution to act quickly, he felt humiliated and bitter toward himself; and he was disgusted with the Levantine D’Avenat who kept repeating behind him: “I beg Your Excellency to ride on and pay no attention. These are just loutish Bosnian customs and ways. Let us proceed quietly.”

  In this irresolute and unhappy frame of mind, Daville was conscious of his burning cheeks and his clammy armpits, which were full of sweat in spite of the cold. He hated D’Avenat’s persistent whispering, which struck him as boorish and revolting. It was an intimation, it seemed to him, of the kind of life a Westerner might expect if he moved to the Orient and hitched his destiny to it permanently.

  Throughout this time, from behind their window grilles, invisible women spat down on the horses and the riders. Once more the Consul halted for a second; one more he went on, yielding to D’Avenat’s urgings and carried along by the stolid progress of his escorts. Soon they left the residential quarter behind them and gained the market street, with its single-storied shops, where Turkish storekeepers and their customers sat on little wooden platforms, smoking and bargaining. It was like passing from an overheated room into a cold one. All of a sudden there were no more blazing looks, no gestures indicating how the throats of unbelievers are slashed, no more sputtering by superstitious womenfolk. Instead, on both sides of the street, there were blank inscrutable faces. Daville saw them dimly, as if through a veil that shivered in front of his eyes. Not one of them paused in his work or stopped smoking or lifted his eyes and deigned to acknowledge with a glance the uncommon sight of a solemn procession. Here and there a shopkeeper did turn his head, as if looking for merchandise on the shelves. Only Orientals knew how to hate and feel contempt so intensely, and to show it in this way.

  D’Avenat had fallen silent and backed away as required by protocol, but Daville found this incredible mute contempt of the bazaar just as hard to take, just as insufferable as the loud-voiced hatred and abuse of a little while before. At last they veered to the right and saw the high, long walls and the white building of the Vizier’s Residency, a large well-proportioned dwelling with a row of glazed windows. He felt a little easier.

  The agonizing journey that now lay behind him would long remain etched in Daville’s memory; like an unhappy but portentous dream, it would never be entirely erased. In years to come he was to retrace his steps along the same road a hundred times, in similar circumstances; for as often as he would have an audience with the Vizier—and they would be frequent, especially in times of unrest—he would have to ride through the same residential quarter and the same market street. He would sit upright and rigid on his horse, looking neither to the left nor to the right, neither too high nor between the horse’s ears, appearing neither distracted nor worried, neither smiling nor dour, but quietly and soberly alert, displaying the kind of studied air with which generals in their portraits contemplate a battle in the distance, gazing at a point somewhere between the road and the horizon where promised and well-timed reinforcements are supposed to appear. For a long time yet Turkish children would spit at his horse’s legs, in frantic but childish imitation of spell-casting, which they had learned from their elders. Moslem shopkeepers would turn their backs to him, pretending to look for something on the shelves.

  Only a rare Jew here and there would greet him, coming face to face with him unexpectedly, unable to dodge him. Time and again he was to ride by like this, outwardly calm and dignified but inwardly trembling at the hate and the studied indifference closing in on him from all sides, shuddering at the thought of some sudden, unexpected incident, loathing his work and his present life, yet trying to hide by a convulsive effort both the alarm and the revulsion he felt.

  And even much later, when in the course of many years and changes the populace had finally accepted the presence of foreigners, and when Daville had met a number of people and got to know them much better, this first ceremonial procession would linger in his consciousness like a black and burning line which continues to hurt and is only gradually salved and healed by oblivion.

  With a hollow clatter, the procession crossed a wooden bridge and came up to a large gate. All at once, with a loud scraping of locks and a bustle of attendants, both wings swung wide open.

  Jean Daville was about to enter the stage on which, for nearly eight years, he would play the varied scenes of a singularly exacting and thankless role.

  Time and again he would stand before this yawning, disproportionately wide gate; and always, at the moment when it gaped open, it would seem to him like the hideous mouth of a jinnee, spewing and belching the smell of everything that lived, grew, steamed, was used up or ailing in the huge Residency. He knew that the town and the district, which had to feed the Vizier and his staff, daily stocked the Residency with almost a ton of assorted provisions and that all of it was distributed, stolen, or consumed. He knew that besides the Vizier and his close family there were eleven other dignitaries, thirty-two guards, and as many, and maybe more, parasites, hangers-on, Christian day workers, and petty clerks; over and above that, an indeterminate number of horses, cattle, dogs, cats, birds, and monkeys. The air was heavy with the stomach-turning reek of rancid butter and tallow, which overpowered those who were not inured to it. After every audience this sickly sweet odor would haunt the Consul for the rest of the day and the very thought of it produced in him a feeling of nausea. He had the impression that the entire Residency was permeated with the smell, as a church with incense, and that it clung not only to people and to their clothes but also to the walls and all other inanimate objects.

  Now as the unfamiliar gate swung open to receive him for the first time, the Mameluke column detached itself and dismounted, while Daville rode into the courtyard with his own escort. This first, outer courtyard was narrow and shadowy, closed over by the upper story of the house from one end to the other; but beyond was a regular open courtyard, with a water well, with grass, and flowerbeds along the walls. At the far end, a tall and impenetrable fence shut off the Vizier’s private garden.

  Still shaken by his experiences during his passage through the town, Daville was now startled by the polite fuss and ceremonious attention extended to him by the entire population of courtiers and officials of the Residency. They all milled and scurried around him with an avid, overwhelming concern that was unknown in the ceremonials of the West.

  The first to greet the Consul was the Vizier’s Secretary; the Vizier’s Deputy, Suleiman Pasha Skoplyak, was not in Travnik. Behind him came the Keeper of Arms, the Quartermaster, the Treasurer, the Protocol Officer, and behind them shoved and elbowed a whole crowd of people of unknown and indeterminate rank and occupation. Some murmured a few indistinct words of welcome, bowing their heads, others spread their arms ceremoniously, and the whole throng moved toward the great hall where the divan—or reception—was to be held. Through it all, the towering and swarthy D’Avenat made his way deftly and with practiced indifference, loftily brushing aside those who stood in the way, and issuing orders and instructions rather more loudly and conspicuously than the occasion warranted. Inwardly confused but calm and self-possessed on the outside, Daville couldn’t help seeing himself as one of those saints in the Catholic holy pictures, borne to the heavens by a swarm of angels; the throng simply carried him up the few broad steps that led from the courtyard to the divan.

  The divan was a dim but spacious hall on the ground level. There were a few rugs scattered on the floor; all around were couches draped with cherry-red cloth. In an alcove by the window were cushions for the Vizier and his guest. The walls contained a single picture, the imperial coat of arms: the Sultan’s initials in gold letters on a green parchment. Underneath, a sword, two pistols, and a scarlet mantle of honor, gifts from Sultan Selim III to his favorite, Husref Mehmed Pasha.

  Above this hall, on the upper story, there was another like it, much brighter though more sparsely furnished, in which the Vizier held his divan during the summer months. Two entire walls of this great room were taken up with windows, one half of which overlooked the garden and the other the river Lashva and the bazaar beyond the bridge. These were the “panels of glass” about which songs were sung and tales told, the likes of which were not to be found in all Bosnia; it was from Austria that Mehmed Pasha had imported them at his own expense, hiring a famous master glazier, a German, to cut and install them. Seated on his cushion a guest could look out through the windows and see the open veranda where under the eaves a nest of swallows perched high on a juniper beam, and he could listen to their twitter and watch the shy mother swallow dart in and out amid the trembling stalks of straw.

  Sitting beside these windows was always delightful. It was bright there and full of flowers and greenery, and one sat in a soft breeze, lapped by the purling sound of water and chirruping birds, and there was always peace enough to rest in and quiet for reflection or talk. Many a hard and thorny decision was reached or sanctioned there; but all problems, when discussed in this place, seemed somehow easier, clearer, and more human than in the reception hall on the ground floor.

  These two rooms of the Residency were the only ones Daville would ever get to know during his stay in Travnik, and they would be the scene of his trials and satisfactions, failures and successes. Here, in the years to come, he would learn to understand not only the Turks and their peculiar strengths and terrible weaknesses, but also himself, his own capacity and limitations, and mankind in general, and the world and human relationships within it.

  This first audience, as was customary in the winter, was held in the divan on the ground floor. Judging by the stale and moldy air, the hall had been opened and heated for the first time that winter, especially for the occasion.

  As soon as the Consul crossed the threshold, a door opened on the opposite side of the hall and the Vizier appeared in a colorful gala robe, accompanied by courtiers who walked with their heads slightly bowed and arms humbly folded on their chests.

  This was the great ceremonial audience which Daville had sought and negotiated for three days through D’Avenat, and which he hoped would lend special color and spice to his initial report to the Minister. The Turks had suggested that the Vizier await the Consul reclining on his couch, as he did all his other visitors, but the Consul demanded that he greet him standing on his feet. The Consul had invoked the might of France and the battle glory of his sovereign, the Turks their ancient traditions and the greatness of their Empire. At length it was agreed that both the Vizier and the Consul should make their entrance at the same moment and meet in the center of the hall, whence the Vizier would lead the Frenchman to the platform by the window where two identical cushions would be set, on which they would lower themselves at the same instant.

  This was in fact what happened. The Vizier, who had a limp in his right foot for which the people had nicknamed him the Lame Pasha, walked up briskly and energetically, as lame people often do, and cordially invited the Consul to be seated.

  Between them, but a step lower, squatted the interpreter D’Avenat. He sat doubled up, with hands folded in his lap and his eyes downcast, as if anxious to make himself smaller and less conspicuous than he was, obtruding with his presence and his breath only as much as was necessary to enable these two dignitaries to communicate their thoughts and declarations to each other. The rest of the throng melted away quietly. There remained only servants, standing at a respectful distance, awaiting their master’s bidding. During the whole conversation, which took up more than an hour’s time, everything that ceremonial hospitality required was passed discreetly from one shadowy boy to another and offered to the Vizier and his guest.

  First, lighted chibouks were brought in, then coffee, then sherbet. Then one of the boys, approaching on his knees, held out a shallow bowl of strong aromatic essence and passed it under the Vizier’s beard and around the Consul’s mustache, as if censing them. Then again more coffee and fresh pipes. All of it was served while they were talking, with the utmost efficiency, inconspicuously, swiftly, and yet with a practiced sense of timing.

  For an Oriental, the Vizier was unusually lively, cordial, and outspoken. Daville had already been told about these traits of the Vizier and although he knew they were not to be taken at face value, he still found the man’s cordiality and friendliness most agreeable, especially after the humiliating experience in the bazaar. The throbbing of blood in his head subsided. The Vizier’s talk, the aroma of coffee, and the smell of pipes were pleasant and soothing, even if they could not altogether erase the earlier sickening impressions. The Vizier tactfully alluded to the backwardness of the land and to the coarse and boorish manners of the people. It was a difficult country and the natives were a problem. What could one expect of women and children, creatures on whom God had not lavished much reason, in a country where even the men were irresponsible louts? Nothing these people did or said could have any significance or importance or any effect on the affairs of serious and enlightened persons. The dog barks but the caravan moves on, said the Vizier in conclusion; for he had obviously been informed of everything that had happened during the Consul’s ride through the city and was now trying to minimize and smooth over the incident. Then, without further ado, he passed from these unpleasant trivia to a fresh subject, the signal greatness of Napoleon’s victories and the enormous importance of close and realistic collaboration between the two empires, the Ottoman and the French.

  These words, spoken quietly and sincerely, were like a balm to Daville, intended as they were to be an indirect apology for the insults of a little while before; in his own eyes, at any rate, they lessened the humiliation he had endured. Feeling reassured and better disposed, he now gave the Vizier more of his attention and remembered all that D’Avenat had told him about the man.

  Husref Mehmed Pasha, nicknamed “the Lame,” was a Georgian. Brought to Istanbul as a slave in his youth, he had entered the service of the great Kutchuk Hussein Pasha. There he was noticed by Selim III, even before the latter ascended the throne. Brave, shrewd, bright, eloquent, genuinely devoted to his superiors, this Georgian became, at the age of thirty-one, Vizier of Egypt. His tenure was cut short, however, as the great Mameluke rebellion drove him out of the country; even so, he was not disgraced altogether. After a short stay at Salonica he was appointed Vizier of Bosnia. As punishment this was comparatively mild, and he made it appear lighter still by keeping up a shrewd pretense before the world that he did not regard it as a punishment at all. He brought with him from Egypt a detachment of thirty loyal Mamelukes whom he liked to exercise on the drilling field of Travnik. Well fed and lavishly uniformed, the Mamelukes attracted general curiosity and served to bolster his prestige with the people. The Bosnian Moslems eyed them with hatred but also with fear and secret admiration.

  Even more than the Mamelukes, the people admired the Vizier’s stud, which far surpassed any other yet seen in Bosnia for both the number and quality of its horses.

  The Vizier was young and looked still younger than his years. Of less than medium build, he somehow managed, with his whole bearing, and particularly with his habit of smiling, to give an impression of being an inch or two taller than he was. Although he limped with his right foot, the skillful cut of his clothes and his crisp, energetic movements somehow disguised this defect. Whenever obliged to stand on his feet, he invariably struck a pose that concealed his disability; and when he was obliged to move, he did so swiftly, nimbly, and in short spurts. This gave him a characteristic air of freshness and youth. He had none of that monolithic Ottoman dignity of which Daville had read and heard so much. The color and style of his clothes were simple, though it was evident that they were chosen with the utmost care. There are people who can impart a special glitter and elegance to their dress and adornment by the mere act of wearing it. His face was unusually ruddy, like a seafaring man’s, with a short dark beard and slanted black, shiny eyes; it was an open and smiling face. He seemed to be one of those men who hide their true mood in a steady smile and their thoughts, or lack of them, in animated talk. In everything he touched upon he seemed to imply a greater knowledge of the subject than the words themselves might have indicated. His every cordiality, attention, and kindness appeared to be only a preamble, a first installment of what one might still expect of him. Regardless of how much one might have been briefed and forewarned, it was impossible to escape the impression that here was an honorable and sensible man who would not only promise but also carry out a good deed, where and whenever he could; at the same time no person, however astute, could really judge or discern the subtle limits of those promises or the actual scope of the good deed.

  The Vizier and the Consul turned to those subjects for which each knew the other had a secret weakness, or which happened to be a favorite topic. The Vizier kept referring to the exceptional personality of Napoleon and to his victories, while the Consul, who had learned from D’Avenat about the Vizier’s love of the sea and seafaring, spoke of matters connected with navigation and naval warfare. The Vizier did, in fact, have a passionate love of the sea and of a sailor’s life. Besides his secret shame over his failure in Egypt, he suffered most of all from the fact that he had been torn away from the sea and imprisoned in these cold, wild mountain regions. Deep down inside him the Vizier still nurtured the hope that one day he might succeed his great chief Kutchuk Hussein Pasha and, as Chief Lord of the Admiralty, pursue his plans and designs for the revival of the Turkish battle fleet.

  After an hour and a half of conversation the Consul and the Vizier parted as old acquaintances, each believing that much might be achieved with the help of the other, each pleased with the other and with himself.

  The Consul’s leave-taking occasioned an even greater bustle and hubbub than before. Fur cloaks of really considerable value were brought out; sable for the Consul, coats of fox fur and cloth for his retinue. Someone voiced a prayer and invoked blessings on the imperial guest, and the others chorused after him. The high-ranking courtiers led Daville back to the mounting block in the middle of the inner courtyard; they all walked with open arms, as if bearing him along. Daville mounted his horse. The Vizier’s sable cloak was slung over his greatcoat. Outside the Mamelukes were waiting, mounted and ready. The procession turned back the way it had come.

  In spite of the heavy robe weighing him down, Daville shuddered a little at the thought of having to ride once more between those worn shutters and jutting window grilles amid the cursing and contempt of the crowd; but, it seemed, his first public appearances in Travnik were to be full of surprises, even, sometimes, agreeable ones. True, the Turks in the shops along the way were sullen and impassive, their eyes conspicuously averted, but this time neither insults nor threats were heard from the houses. Arching against his will, Daville had a feeling that behind the wooden grilles many a curious and hostile pair of eyes watched him, although he heard no sound and saw no movement. It seemed almost as if the Vizier’s cloak were shielding him from the people, and he drew it instinctively tighter around him and sat up straight in the saddle and thus, with his head held high, he reached the walled courtyard of Joseph Baruch.

  When at last he was alone in his warm room, he sat down on a hard couch, unbuttoned his uniform, and took a deep breath. He was worn out with excitement and tired in every part of his body. He felt empty, blunted, and confused, as if he’d been hurled down from a great height onto this hard settee and couldn’t yet come to himself and grasp clearly where he was and what had happened. He was free at last, but had no idea what to do with his free time. He thought of resting and going to sleep, but his glance fell on the hanging fur cloak he had got from the Vizier a little while before, and all at once the thought came back to him, unwelcome and a little jolting, that he must write a report on all this to the Minister in Paris and the Ambassador at Istanbul. That meant he must live through the whole thing again and, moreover, paint a picture that would not be too damaging to his prestige but not too far from the truth either. This task now loomed before him like an impassable mountain that he must somehow negotiate. The Consul laid the balls of his palms on his eyes and pressed them. He sighed heavily a few more times and said under his breath: “Dear God. Dear God!” He remained sprawled like this on the settee, and there he slept and rested.


  
3

  As happens to the heroes in Eastern fables, Daville encountered his greatest obstacles at the outset of his consulship. Everything seemed to pounce on him at once, as if to scare him and head him off the road he’d chosen. Everything he met with in Bosnia and all that reached him from the embassy in Istanbul, and from the military governor in Dalmatia, was contrary to what he’d been told when he left Paris.

  After several weeks Daville moved out of Baruch’s house into the building that was to be his Consulate. He furnished and fitted out two or three rooms as well as he could and lived alone with his servants in the large, empty house.

  On his way to Travnik, he had been obliged to leave his wife with a French family in Split. Madame Daville was expecting the birth of her third child and he did not dare to take her with him, in that condition, to an unfamiliar Turkish town. After her delivery, she had been slow to recuperate and her departure from Dalmatia had to be put off again and again.

  Daville, who was used to living with his family and up to now had never been separated from his wife, found the isolation particularly hard to bear in his present circumstances. Loneliness, disorder in the house, worries about his wife and children tormented him more and more as the days went by. Monsieur Pouqueville had left Travnik some days before on his way further east.

  Other things combined to give Daville a sense of being forgotten and left to fend for himself. Funds and equipment for his work and administration, which had been promised to him before he set out for Bosnia, or which he had demanded since then, turned out to be inadequate or else failed altogether to materialize.

  Lacking assistants and clerical help, he was forced to do all the writing, copying, and office work himself. Not knowing the language and being unfamiliar with the land and local conditions, he had no choice but to employ D’Avenat as full-time interpreter to the Consulate. The Vizier generously released his medical adviser and D’Avenat was delighted at the opportunity to enter the French service. Daville hired him with some misgivings and a certain private aversion, and decided to let him handle only those affairs which the Vizier could be allowed to know about. But he soon came to see how indispensable this man was to him and how great was his usefulness in practical matters. D’Avenat managed to get two reliable kavasses right away, an Albanian and a man from Herzegovina, and he took over the management of the staff and relieved the Consul of a good deal of petty and distasteful detail. Working with him day by day, the Consul was able to observe him and got to know him better and better.

  Having lived in the East from his early youth, D’Avenat had acquired many of the traits and habits of the Levantine. The Levantine is a man with no illusions and no scruples and without a face of his own—that is to say, a man of several faces, forced to put on an act of humility one moment and one of boldness the next, a man melancholy and bubbling by turns, for these faces are his indispensable weapons in the fight for survival, which in the Levant is tougher and more complex than in any other part of the world. A foreigner who is pitched into this bitter and unequal struggle founders in it and loses his true personality. He spends a lifetime in the East but never gets to know it completely, or else gets to know it one-sidedly—that is to say, only from the viewpoint of his success or failure in the struggle to which he is condemned. Those foreigners who, like D’Avenat, stay on and live in the East, acquire from the Turks, in most cases, only their bad and cruder characteristics, and are unable to see and assimilate any of their better and nobler qualities and habits.

  D’Avenat was a man like that in many ways. In his youth he had led a life of pleasure, and contact with the Osmanlis had not taught him anything good in this respect. People of this type, when their sensual life begins to blunt and burn out, become moody and bitter, a burden to themselves and to others. Exceedingly humble and servile in the presence of power, authority, and wealth, he was rude, brazen, and merciless to all that was weak, poor, and unfortunate. And yet there was something that redeemed this man and raised him above these faults. He had a son, a bright handsome lad over whose upbringing and well-being he worried constantly, and for whom he did, and was ready to do, anything. These intense feelings of fatherly love gradually cured him of his bad habits and made him better and more human. And as the boy grew, so D’Avenat’s life grew purer and clearer. Every time he did someone a good turn or refrained from doing something disreputable, he did so in the superstitious belief that “it will be repaid to the little one.” As often happens in life, this peccant and many-faced parent nursed the secret ambition to see his son grow up to be a man who lived honorably and respectably. And there was nothing he would not have done or sacrificed to realize this desire.

  Though motherless, the child received all the care and attention that it was possible to give a boy, and he grew beside his father like a young sapling tied to a drying but sturdy stake. The boy was good-looking, he had his father’s softer and gentler features, he was physically and mentally sound and showed no bad traits or distressing legacies.

  Deep in his heart D’Avenat cherished one secret wish, one ultimate aim: that the child should be spared his fate of being a Levantine lackey to all and sundry, that he might instead be sent to some school in France and afterwards be accepted into French service. This was the main reason that D’Avenat worked for the Consulate with such exemplary zeal and devotion, and one could believe that his loyalty was genuine and lasting.

  The new Consul also had financial problems and difficulties. Remittances were slow and irregular; considerable unforeseen expenses kept showing up on the ledger. The credits that had been granted him arrived late, and those he requested for fresh contingencies were turned down. Instead there came a spate of perfunctory and bewildering orders from the Department of Accounts and lengthy circular letters that made no sense whatever, and which struck Daville, forlorn and isolated as he was, as purest nonsense. In one of them, for example, he was directed to confine his social contacts to foreign diplomats only and to attend the receptions of foreign ambassadors and envoys only when called upon to do so by his own ambassador or envoy. Another brought detailed instructions for the celebration of Napoleon’s birthday on August 15. “The orchestra and decorations for the ball which the Consul-General will arrange on this occasion will be at his expense.” Daville read it with a wry smile. The words called up an irresistible vision before his mind’s eye: Travnik musicians, consisting of three ragged gypsies of whom two were drummers and one puffed away on a small flute, who all through Ramadan and Bairam had split the ears of any European condemned to live there.

  He would always remember the first celebration of the Emperor’s birthday, or, more accurately, his misbegotten effort to organize festivities. Several days previously he had tried, via D’Avenat, to secure the attendance of at least some of the more respected local Turks; but even the few at the Residency who had accepted the invitation failed to put in an appearance. The Brothers and their fellow Catholics declined, politely but firmly. The Orthodox abbot Pakhomi neither accepted nor declined the invitation, but he did not come either. Only the Jews came. There were fourteen in all; and some, contrary to Travnik custom, even brought their wives.

  Madame Daville had not yet arrived in Travnik; and Daville, wearing his gala uniform and assisted by D’Avenat and the kavasses, acted the gracious host and served refreshments and a sparkling wine which he had obtained from Split. He even made a little speech in honor of his Sovereign, in which he flattered the Turks and praised Travnik as an important city, for he assumed that at least two of those Jews were in the Vizier’s service and would report to him forthwith, and that all of them together would carry his words up and down Travnik. The Jewesses, who were seated on the couch, their hands folded in their laps, fluttered their eyelashes and moved their heads now to the left shoulder, now to the right. Their menfolk looked straight in front of them, as if to say: “That’s how things are and they’ll never be otherwise, but we haven’t said a word.”

  They were all a little flushed from the sparkling wine. D’Avenat, who didn’t greatly care for the Jews of Travnik and translated their good wishes a little condescendingly, could barely attend to all of them, as everyone now had something he wished to say to the Consul. Then they began to speak Spanish, which suddenly loosened the tongues of the women, and Daville racked his brain to recall the hundred or so Spanish words he had once picked up soldiering in Spain. Before long the younger among them started to sing. Awkwardly enough, not one of them knew any French songs and they refused to sing Turkish ones. In the end Mazalta, Benzion’s daughter-in-law, sang a Spanish romance, puffing a little from excitement and premature stoutness. Her mother-in-law, a lively and earthy woman, caught the mood so well that she took to clapping her hands, swinging the upper half of her body, and pushing back her lacy headdress which kept slipping off on account of the sparkling wine.

  The unpretentious merrymaking of these simple and good-natured folk was all that could be improvised in Travnik to celebrate the mightiest ruler on earth. This both touched and saddened the Consul.

  Daville thought it best not to remember it, and in reporting officially to the Ministry on how the birthday of the Emperor was first celebrated at Travnik, he wrote coyly and with deliberate vagueness that the great day had been marked “in a style suitable to the circumstances and customs of the country.” Yet now, as he read the belated and pompous circular letter about balls, orchestras, and decorations, he felt a fresh pang of shame and discomfort and couldn’t make up his mind whether to laugh or cry.

  [image: images]

  One of his constant worries was having to take care of the officers and soldiers who passed through Bosnia on their way from Dalmatia to Istanbul.

  The Turkish government and the French Ambassador at Istanbul had signed a treaty under which the French army was to place at the disposal of the Turks a certain number of officers, as instructors and engineers, gunners and sappers. A short time before, the English fleet had forced the Dardanelles and threatened Istanbul itself, and Sultan Selim had set about bolstering the defenses of his capital with the aid of the French envoy Sebastiani and a small group of French officers. The French were then urgently requested to send a certain number of officers and men, and Paris ordered General Marmont in Dalmatia to dispatch them right away in small detachments via Bosnia. Daville was instructed to provide their passage and secure horses and escort. He then had an opportunity of seeing how a treaty made with the government at Istanbul worked out in practice. Passage permits did not arrive in time and the officers had to sit it out in Travnik. The Consul did his best to expedite matters with the Vizier, and the Vizier in turn with the capital. And even if the permit had come in time, this would still not have been the end of the business, for fresh complications kept cropping up with annoying suddenness and the officers had to break their journey elsewhere and waste their time in obscure little Bosnian towns.

  The Bosnian Moslems looked with suspicion and hatred on the French occupation army in Dalmatia. Austrian agents had spread the rumor among them that General Marmont was building a wide highway down the entire length of the Dalmatian coast, with the object of annexing Bosnia as well. The advent of French officers to Bosnia confirmed the town in this mistaken belief; and these French officers, who had come as allies at the request of the Turkish government, were greeted already at Livno, just across the frontier, by jeering and abusive mobs, and their reception went from bad to worse as they continued into the interior.

  There were times when thirty or forty of these officers and other ranks were stranded in Daville’s house at Travnik, unable to go forward and not daring to turn back. In vain did the Vizier call together the leaders and notables of the town and enjoin them to treat these people as friends who had come at the invitation of, and with the full knowledge of, the High Porte. The thing was patched up and settled with words, as usual. The town elders made promises to the Vizier, the Vizier made promises to the Consul, the Consul to the officers, that there would be no more hostility from the populace; but when the officers set out again the next day, they usually walked into such a hornet’s nest in the next small town that they turned around and marched back to Travnik more indignant than ever.

  In vain Daville wrote to his government about the real sentiments of the local Turks and about the helpless attempts of the Vizier to restrain them and impose his will. Istanbul continued to demand new contingents, Paris kept up its instructions, and Split kept obeying them faithfully. Again fresh groups of officers would arrive in Travnik, one after another, only to loaf around embittered, waiting for further orders. Everything went appallingly wrong and made the Consul feel as though his head were buffeted from all sides.

  In vain did the French authorities in Dalmatia print friendly proclamations to the Turkish population. The posters, written in a high-flown, literary Turkish, were hardly read; and if anyone took the trouble to read them, he could not understand them. No appeal made any headway against the ingrained mistrust of the entire Moslem population, which had no desire to read or hear or look at anything and acted solely from its deep instinct of self-preservation and of hatred toward these foreigners and unbelievers who had advanced to their frontiers and were beginning to enter their country.

  Only after the May palace revolution in the capital and the deposition of the Sultan were the orders suspended for sending French officers to Turkey. But although new orders ceased, the old ones continued to be carried out blindly and mechanically. So it came to pass that, for a long time after, groups of two or three French officers would suddenly pop up in Travnik, even though their trip was now purposeless and nonsensical.

  But although the events in Istanbul freed the Consul of one kind of nuisance, they soon threatened him with another and much bigger one.

  Daville had come to depend on the help and support of the Vizier, Husref Mehmed Pasha. He had already, it was true, had many opportunities of observing the man’s limited power and his lack of influence among the Bosnian begs; many of his promises had gone blithely unfulfilled and many of his commands had died a quiet death, although the Vizier himself pretended not to notice it. At the same time, the Vizier’s good will was clear and beyond doubt. Both from natural inclination and from policy, he wished to be considered a friend of France and to prove it by his acts. And besides this, Mehmed Pasha’s happy disposition, his unshakable optimism, and the smiling ease with which he approached a problem and weathered every kind of mishap, acted as a pure balm on Daville and gave him courage to deal with the many niggling as well as real difficulties of his new life. And now he was faced with the possibility of losing this great and only help and comfort.

  In May of that year there was the coup d’état in Istanbul. The fanatical opponents of Selim III deposed that enlightened and reform-minded Sultan and shut him up in the Serai, installing Sultan Mustapha in his place. French influence in the capital declined and, what was still worse for Daville personally, the fate of Husref Mehmed Pasha became uncertain, since the fall of Selim had deprived him of support in the capital while in Bosnia he remained unpopular because of his friendship for France and his partiality to reform.

  The Vizier, it was true, never for a moment lost his broad seaman’s smile before the world, nor his oriental optimism that seemed to have no other foundation than his invincible inner self; but these things deceived no one. The Travnik Moslems, all of whom to a man were implacable foes of Selim’s reforms and hostile to Mehmed Pasha, said that “the Vizier’s feet were dangling.” A sort of vexed silence fell over the Residency. All hands quietly made preparations for a move that might take place at any moment; everyone was wrapped in his own cares and spoke little and looked straight in front of him. The Vizier himself was apt to be distracted and listless in his talks with Daville, though he tried with kindness and brave words to cover up his utter inability to help anyone or anything.

  Special couriers came and went, and the Vizier sent his own confidential agents to Istanbul with mysterious messages and gifts to those friends he still had left. D’Avenat, who had managed to learn a few details, asserted that the Vizier was fighting as much to save his head as to save his position under the new Sultan.

  Knowing what the removal of the present Vizier would mean for himself and his work, Daville at once dispatched some urgent messages to General Marmont in Dalmatia and to the Ambassador in Istanbul, urging them to use their best offices with the High Porte to ensure that Mehmed Pasha remained in Bosnia, irrespective of the political changes in the capital, for that was how the Russians and Austrians interceded for their own friends and the Turks would judge the influence and strength of a Christian power by its success in this direction.

  The Bosnian Moslems were jubilant.

  “Gone is the infidel Sultan,” said the hodjas in the bazaar. “The time has come to scrape off the mud that has collected around the true faith and the Moslem way of life these last few years. The Lame Vizier will go and take his friend the Consul with him, just as he brought him here.” The ragtag of the streets spread the words and grew steadily more aggressive. They taunted and molested the Consul’s servants; they jeered and abused D’Avenat in the streets, asking whether the Consul was packing to leave, and if not, what he was waiting for. The interpreter, dark and hulking on his dappled mare, gave them a withering look of disdain and replied caustically that they didn’t know what they were talking about; that obviously they’d picked up this nonsense from a nitwit whose brain was soaked in plum brandy; that, on the contrary, the new Sultan and the French Emperor were the best of friends and Istanbul had already sent word that the French Consul in Travnik was an official guest of the state, and if anything happened to him Bosnia would be scorched from one end to the other and not even the babes in their cribs would be spared. D’Avenat kept telling the Consul that at a time like this it was essential to put on a bold and resolute front since this was the only thing that would carry weight with these savages, who were apt to pounce on anyone betraying the slightest sign of quailing or retreat.

  The Vizier, in his own fashion, acted on the same principle. The Mameluke Guard went every day to drill and exercise on the field near the Tombs and the townspeople looked with a mixture of hate and respect at these athletic horsemen in their shining heavy armor, dressed up and spangled like a wedding party. The Vizier rode out with them to inspect the exercise, he raced with them, and did target practice, much like a man who had not a care in the world and no thought either of departure or death, but, on the contrary, was getting in shape for combat.

  Both sides, the Vizier and the Moslems of Travnik, awaited the decision of the new Sultan and the news from the capital about the outcome of the struggle going on there.

  Toward the middle of summer a special envoy, one of the confidential assistants to the Sultan, arrived with his retinue. Mehmed Pasha arranged a particularly glittering reception for him. He was met outside the town by the entire Mameluke Guard and all the courtiers and dignitaries. The guns boomed a salute from the fortress and Mehmed Pasha himself waited at the gates of the Residency. Word spread through the town with lightning speed that this meant the Vizier had won the grace of the new Sultan and that he would remain in Travnik. The Moslems refused to believe it and maintained that the Sultan’s emissary would go back to Istanbul with the Vizier’s head in his saddlebag. However, the facts seemed to bear out the rumor. The emissary had brought a royal decree confirming Mehmed Pasha in his post at Travnik; and at the same time he solemnly gave the Vizier a jeweled sword as a gift from the new Sultan, together with orders that he mobilize a powerful striking force and move against Serbia the next spring.

  The day after the arrival of the emissary—it happened to be a Friday—Daville was scheduled to see the Vizier by previous appointment. Far from canceling the audience, Mehmed Pasha received the Consul in the presence of the emissary, whom he introduced as an old friend and an auspicious bearer of the Sultan’s grace. At the same time he showed him the sword which he had received as a gift from the Sultan.

  The emissary, who took pains to assure the Consul that he too, like Mehmed Pasha, was an admirer of Napoleon’s, was a tall man, obviously of mixed blood, with rather pronounced Negroid features. There was an undertone of gray in his sallow complexion, his lips and nails were almost purple, the whites of his eyes unclear, all but muddy. He spoke emphatically and at great length about his sympathies for France and his hatred of the Russians. As he talked, the deep notches on both sides of his fleshy mulatto mouth filled with white specks of froth. Looking at him, Daville wished that the man would take a breath and wipe himself, but he went on talking in his fevered manner. D’Avenat, who translated, could barely keep up with him. With a fresh surge of hatred, as it were, the emissary went on to tell them of his old campaigns against the Russians and of a skirmish somewhere near Otchakov in which he had been wounded; and all at once, with startling alacrity, he pulled up the tight sleeve of his tunic and displayed a thick scar on his forearm. The slender but muscular dark-skinned arm shook visibly.

  Mehmed Pasha seemed to enjoy the conversation of his friends and chuckled more than usual, like one who cannot conceal his satisfaction and happiness at being allowed to bask in imperial grace. That day the audience went on much longer than usual. As they were going home, Daville asked D’Avenat: “What do you think of the emissary?”

  He expected, as always, that the interpreter’s answer would be couched in a wealth of details—all the details he had collected about the man up to that moment; but this time D’Avenat was surprisingly short: “He is a very sick man, Your Excellency.”

  “Yes indeed. A very strange guest.”

  “Very, very sick,” muttered D’Avenat, looking straight in front of him and refusing to elaborate.

  And two days later, before the usual time, D’Avenat made an urgent request to see the Consul. Daville received him in the dining room, where he was finishing breakfast.

  It was Sunday, one of those mornings in midsummer whose freshness and limpid beauty were like a reward for the dark, bone-chilling, and unpleasant autumn and winter days. The air was cool and alive with the purl and blue shimmer of countless invisible streams. Daville had spent a restful night, pleased with the news that Mehmed Pasha would be staying on at Travnik. Before him were the remains of breakfast and he was wiping his mouth with the air of a man who has just appeased his hunger, when D’Avenat came in, dark and tense as usual, his lips drawn and his jaw set. In a low voice D’Avenat informed the Consul that the Sultan’s emissary had died that night.

  Daville got up abruptly and pushed away the breakfast tray. D’Avenat, not budging from where he stood or changing his voice, met his agitated questioning with terse, barely intelligible replies.

  On the previous afternoon, the emissary, who lately had not been in the best of health, had suddenly felt unwell. He had taken a warm bath and gone to bed and had died suddenly during the night, before anyone knew what was going on or could help him. They were planning to bury him this morning. Anything further that he, D’Avenat, might learn about it, concerning either the death itself or the effect which this news might have in the bazaar, he would report later. That was all he would say. To Daville’s query as to whether there was anything he could do, such as offer condolences or the like, D’Avenat answered that it was better not to do anything that might be taken as a breach of custom. Death in these parts was not anything to be talked about, and everything connected with it was disposed of swiftly, without many words or much ceremony.

  Left alone, Daville felt as though his day that had started so buoyantly had suddenly gone dark. He could not help thinking of the tall, rather unpleasant man with whom he had been talking only two days before, who was now dead. He wondered about the Vizier too, and about the unsavory repercussions that were bound to follow from having an important personage die in his house. And D’Avenat’s ashen and sepulchral face was constantly before his eyes, and also his silence and impassivity, the way he bowed and went out, as cold and somber as when he entered. But he followed D’Avenat’s advice and made no move of any kind, though he never for a moment stopped thinking about the death at the Residency.
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