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  “POWs shaking lice out of their blankets.” Watercolor by Jean Hélion, 1942, after his escape. Courtesy of Galerie de la Présidence, Paris.
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  TO MY COMRADES IN CAPTIVITY

  WHOM I HAVE LEFT IN GERMANY

  DIGGING POTATOES ON THE FARMS

  WORKING FOR LONG HOURS

  AS LITTLE AS THEY CAN IN FACTORIES

  THIS BOOK

  THEIR STORY

  IS DEDICATED


  INTRODUCTION

  by Deborah Rosenthal

  I know of no other book quite like Jean Hélion’s They Shall Not Have Me, his memoir of two years as a POW in Nazi prison camps. It seems to encompass a bundle of contradictions. It is an underground cult classic that was, sixty-odd years ago, a bestseller. It is a narrative written in English by a Frenchman and has never appeared in French. And it is a book about being imprisoned by the Nazis that lets us into the life of a prison camp but is not about the Holocaust, and which is as full of a sense of ridiculousness as it is of catastrophe. Most improbably—it is a book by a fiercely committed, strenuously articulate and intellectual artist that contains no thoughts on art at all.

  They Shall Not Have Me is in no sense an ordinary book by an artist. Hélion’s title tells us that the book is an outcry, a protest. And the absence of art from its pages serves to create a different kind of picture—a sketch of the gigantic hole ripped in the fabric of life and human culture by the Nazi assault on the world. Once back in the free world, Hélion seems to have wasted no time in setting out to write it. Although They Shall Not Have Me was written to benefit the Free French and the Allied war effort against fascism, the book’s underground reputation in more recent years has been sustained mostly by people who are painters. Over the past several decades, painters have heard about the book from other painters, all fascinated by this French artist whose fifty-odd-year career played out in Paris and on the international scene. Hélion’s They Shall Not Have Me reveals nothing directly about his subsequent long life in art; he died in 1987. It purports to be nothing more than his eyewitness account of almost two years at hard labor. It is, though, a book that tells us something about the artist. We see the young author as though through prison bars. His vignettes and observations serve as slivers of light illuminating the author—and perhaps even his art.

  Hélion presents himself to his readers as a French soldier. His story revolves around the European conflict and all its dramatis personae are Europeans. When, after almost two years in captivity, he managed his escape from the Nazi prison ship SS Nordenham—an escape only now told in full in the afterword to the present edition—he made his way through France to his ultimate destination, the United States. He had an American wife with whom he had lived for part of the 1930s in Virginia. He must have written the book quickly, summoning up the events and conversations from two years of captivity, perhaps using notes. They Shall Not Have Me is a serious adventure tale, enlivened by dialogue deftly rendered in English, with smatterings of French and German. Hélion knew some German, and had particular privileges and responsibilities as a prisoner because the Nazis used him as a translator.

  The book begins like a newsreel, with a scene directly from the front lines, as Hélion’s platoon retreats under German fire and the Nazis sweep through France. It has the understated suspense of a really good thriller. At its abrupt end, with Hélion’s solo escape, we are thrust back out into the ongoing war. In 1943, admirers of the book would have been acutely conscious that they were reading these pages in the free world, in the United States, where its author was now also safe. Clearly, Hélion wrote They Shall Not Have Me in English as a cautionary tale for the English-speaking allies, particularly the Americans, who, though already deep in the war by the time the book was published, had not experienced the Nazi conquest firsthand. In his memoir, Hélion is of necessity a man of action among men of action. But the man of action is a thinker, too, who casts a shrewd and somewhat jaundiced eye on both the captors and his fellow captives, sizing them all up. He spent the year following publication traveling in the United States to do radio and live appearances and talk about his experiences. He saw himself as a messenger—an emissary—bringing dispatches from the front.

  Thirty-five years old when he was conscripted into the French army in 1940, Hélion was a young painter, ambitious, talented, and energetic enough to have already cut a swath through the Parisian art world. Hélion arrived there in 1920, still in his teens, from a year of chemistry studies in Lille and a childhood in provincial France. He was a quick study. He soon began painting. And, as he later said, he immediately found his masters in the Louvre, particularly Poussin. In the village that the Parisian avant-garde had created within the capital city, he found a tutelary spirit in the Uruguayan painter Joaquín Torres-García, who sparked his interest in the work of Mondrian. Hélion was the sort of artist, and Paris was the sort of place, where, after being turned down for an exhibition, he was able to gather together a group of artists so they could exhibit on their own. Hélion, who had had a village childhood, might have felt particularly at ease taking hold of his new milieu, acquaintance by acquaintance. Within ten years, he had had solo exhibitions, and was involved with an artists’ organization devoted to abstract art: Abstraction-Création. He belonged to this international group for a few years, and edited the first of its publications. In the early years of the 1930s, he made trips to the Soviet Union, to Switzerland, and to London; he traveled and lived in the United States; and he exhibited his paintings in group and solo shows in Switzerland, Spain, England, and the United States. He made his way to most of the places where artists were forming affinity groups around the idea of abstraction.

  Hélion’s abstract compositions of the 1930s are unlike anyone else’s. Along with Kandinsky, Arp, Calder, and Miró, all of whom he knew and with all of whom he showed, Hélion saw in the rejection of representation a key to what was modern in the art of the new century. Though he originally found his way into abstraction because of Mondrian, using reduced, flat shapes of color and free-floating lines, the relation of his pictures to Mondrian’s is unique. Figure-and-ground is Hélion’s game. He builds complex entities out of arrangements of simplified yet enigmatic forms. Perhaps his apprenticeship as an architectural draftsman played a part in this original synthesis, which mediates shrewdly between Mondrian’s airy reduction and Léger’s machine-age forms. Hélion’s images suggest, in the words of his friend, the poet John Ashbery, “sphinxes erected to guard the secret of their construction.” They are abstractions that loom before us in such a way as to suggest a human presence.

  And after these magnificent works came the two years recounted in They Shall Not Have Me—two years away from drawing and painting, away from writing about art; though certainly not away from thinking of art. Is Hélion the painter there in the camps? Hélion never drew or painted scenes directly from these two years at forced labor. A single watercolor, of prisoners shaking lice out of their blankets—done in 1942 after his escape—remained his only graphic testimony to all the two years’ worth of sights he witnessed.

  They Shall Not Have Me can be understood as a collection of short stories—episodes and vignettes, closely observed and lapidary in their details. Hélion depicts the grim stretch of freezing barracks in a gray, Bruegelesque landscape at the first prison camp. He gives us the sights, sounds, and smells; the feel of the filth; the semi-starvation; the sense of the prisoners as cogs in the huge machine of forced labor. He is deftly constructing a world that has the texture of fiction. Here is the castle on the Pomeranian potato farm where Hélion and his comrades were slave laborers:

  The Von Z . . . castle was a large structure, with an eighteenth century character, three floors, a broad high roof, an octagonal tower, and a verandah above the main perron . . . the castle faced a park, a pool stocked with fat old carps, and a little round Adonis temple, in a Teutonic version of Versailles, set among birch trees.

  And here is the description of the slaves’ overseer and tormentor:

  Thirty years old, his short, powerful body oscillating so on his shiny boots that he sank progressively in the mud; his pink, sourish, piggish face set on a thin slice of neck; his eyes glittering far apart under a low felt hat, he fully deserved his nickname of ‘Tapageur’ (Noisy).

  Here is the peasant, Carl, the pig-keeper on the farm:

  He thought a lot of me because I asked him every morning the names of his ten children. The government gave him one hundred marks monthly, for them, and he believed it came directly from Hitler. “His name is right there on the check,” he said. “He is good for the poor peasant!”

  Hélion’s cast of characters is large and tragicomic. There are his fellow-prisoners—Frenchmen, Belgians; the lawyer, the head-waiter, the cheese-maker, the professor. There is the Pomeranian Baroness, mistress of the Von Z . . . manor. There are the Nazi commandants of the camps, and their underlings, the guards, who range from vicious killers to the occasional man who confesses to disliking Hitler. Hélion shows us the small everyday strategies for staying warm, for getting enough to eat, for staying on one’s feet, for not enraging the guards or the commandant—for remaining alive, in short. He evokes, discreetly, tenderly even, those who could cope and those who could not. He describes watching a young boy’s knotting himself into a ball under the whip of a sadistic guard, thereby protecting all but his then-bloodied hands. He tells of a singing group organized among the prisoners. He recalls sitting at every meal with his pocket German dictionary; this led to his being designated as interpreter in the second year of his captivity. There are accounts—not surprising from an artist—of all kinds of ingenuity with materials at hand, to make shoes, garments, vessels, and whatever was necessary to barely survive. Here Hélion the village boy and Hélion the painter mingle. He admires artisanal skills, the know-how to work with one’s hands, to improvise from virtually nothing. In the congeries of anecdotes about the men he saw every day, we find a theme common to all the best accounts that we have had from the prisons, concentration camps, the gulags, of the twentieth century. Human beings respond in a great variety of ways to the horror of systematic dehumanization.

  Hélion’s successful escape in February, 1942—he had tried more than once before—comes as a sudden, if expected, finale to his tale. The palpable terror in this chapter builds as, moment-to-moment, Hélion fears being recognized, recaptured, shot. But the deeper terror of these climactic pages has to do with our mounting realization that every page of the book has been, as every minute of the two years must have been, permeated with terror and the desperate wish to escape. In an afterword to the present edition of They Shall Not Have Me, the events of this final chapter have been amplified by the author’s widow, Jacqueline Hélion. For the first time, she reveals the particulars of the story as she heard them from Hélion, mentioning both fellow prisoners who helped him organize his escape from the camp, and those in the Resistance who helped him make his way through and then out of occupied France, but who at the time of the book’s publication were still in Nazi Europe, working at great peril to their own lives.

  Hélion made it back to the United States in 1942, and spent 1943 in a whirlwind of activity and travel, shaping and re-telling the stories of his captivity. On at least one radio program, the broadcasters recognized the theatrical potential of his stories, and they were broadcast as dramatizations. A reviewer in Time magazine that year called Hélion’s account “one of the half-dozen most remarkable books of World War II.” Back in New York for the duration of the war, exhibiting his work again, Hélion emerged with a flood of compositions of the human figure, built upon drawings from life. The human presence in these new works is perhaps surprisingly fully articulated; they have lips, eyes, shoulders, arms, hats, even hairdos. In their unequivocal specificity, many commentators have seen a renunciation of Hélion’s previous commitment to an abstract, invented world of generalized forms. But even in the early 1930s, deep in his abstractions, Hélion had written about the importance of the figure compositions of Nicolas Poussin. And the slow evolution of his abstractions had already brought him to his recognizably human-scaled “Figure tombée” of 1939. In a letter to a friend that same year, Hélion declared himself ready to take on the figure in the fullest traditional sense—to set the human figure into a social context. During his two years as a prisoner of war, Hélion, may, by sheer force of will, have dreamed up some of the never-painted compositions that finally carried him from abstraction to figuration. Perhaps They Shall Not Have Me is the great unpainted composition of 1943. And having composed his literary vignettes of the camps using his stored-up memories of props and action, Hélion set out to marshal the elements of narrative again in the compositions done immediately after he resumed painting. In these new paintings, presences that suggested figures in the prewar abstractions have been exchanged for men and women who act and react; whose relationships invoke the moral world of figure composition that goes back to Hélion’s admiration for Poussin. For many years after his turn to representation, Hélion uses the intimate structure of the vignette to look at human society, and this may bring him closer to Chardin, to the Le Nains, even to Corot. His brush homes in on the cracked walls of urban streets populated by store mannequins, newspaper readers, bicyclists, lovers. One can even in some instances imagine hearing dialogue, of the sort that accompanies his vivid scenes in They Shall Not Have Me. Perhaps this is why some have mentioned, mistakenly, a comic-book quality in his work. Yet the piquancy of Hélion’s vignettes never overwhelms the powerful and unremitting formal rhythm of the painting, what the artist called the “double rhythm” of Poussin or Seurat.

  In the postwar decades, Hélion’s reputation faded considerably, as the kind of work he had undertaken as a representational painter came to be underrated and misunderstood. He did not have consistent support from a dealer in the 1960s and 1970s, and the predominance of American abstraction meant that real prominence eluded him. A new generation of younger, mostly figurative painters, many American, discovered his work—and They Shall Not Have Me—and his reputation was sealed as an artist’s artist. His painting continued to evolve. For a while, the Gogol-esque humor of some of his early representational work disappeared, only to return finally embedded in the extraordinary triptychs of the 1960s and 1970s. In “Things Seen In May,” Hélion takes as his subject the uprisings of May 1968; his packed, exuberant flea-market triptych is called “The Last Judgement of Things.” In these grand compositions—some more than ten feet across—Hélion expanded the vignette into a novelistic allegory. His urban street became the stage for a tragicomedy not unlike that played out, in extremis, in They Shall Not Have Me.

  Through all of this, Hélion was writing about his art, and writing about the art of the past that interested him. Prolific as he was as a painter—paintings and drawings seemed to pour out of him, throughout all the phases of his long career—he was nearly as productive in print. He began to publish almost as soon as he became visible as a painter in his first shows in the 1930s. Perhaps because in France writing about art had long been part of a literary tradition—the elegant essay, the explication de texte as the models—French artists themselves did not for the most part explicate or adumbrate the new art of the twentieth century. Though there are the occasional landmark statements, such as Matisse’s famous 1908 “Notes of a Painter,” or Braque’s gnomic observations, many Parisian artists were reluctant to give the ideas they developed in the studio a literary form. It was the painters who had come from other part of Europe and who had invented the various languages of abstraction—particularly Mondrian and Klee and Kandinsky—who consistently wrote to locate themselves and their cohorts within a tradition. Hélion, who could write in French and English, and knew artists across Europe and also in America, was, like those pioneers, fiercely cerebral. But his thought, like theirs, always seems to emerge from the experience of the studio. It is the modern young painter he seems to address, and, beyond that painter, the modern person who reads, looks at paintings, and perhaps believes with Hélion that painting belongs to what he called the “world of concepts.”

  Hélion outlived his career as a painter, as in the last few years of his life he suffered near-blindness. But he continued to write. He wrote to reprise his work and revisit the adventures and attachments of his life. And in an extraordinary feat, he took himself in imagination into the “yellow room” near his studio where he had kept unfinished or aborted works, and revisited those works in his mind’s eye. He had always believed that art “requires all that a man has in his head and his flesh.” He said this in 1938, when he was living in the United States, in an interview in Partisan Review entitled “The Abstract Artist in Society.” When the interviewer, the artist and critic George L.K. Morris, asked him about the relationship between art and political life, Hélion made this response: “The artist cannot believe himself a solitary god creating all that he feels he must express in his work; the substance, more or less transmuted, he gets from life, from daily experience as well as from culture, from the experience of others.” In They Shall Not Have Me, we have Hélion the artist painting a self-portrait of Hélion the man: the artist in society.

  —New York City, 2012


  PART I

  DOWNFALL


  CHAPTER 1

  War Came to Us

  I WAS not sent to war. It came to me in Mézières en Drouais, a charming village west of Paris, where, for months, I had crawled upon the hills, ducked under blank shots, dug model trenches, and absorbed soporific chapters from the infantry sergeant handbook, very peacefully.

  Early one June morning, with the sixty men of my training platoon, I was sketching from a hill the valley beneath, according to the military convention of perspective, when a slow column appeared in the hollow of my model: vehicles of all descriptions — buggies, farm wagons drawn by four, six, sometimes eight horses — strangely loaded. Cattle and pedestrians followed. It dragged on towards the south, uninterrupted. Then cars, with trailers and carts in tow, shot by the horses and formed a dotted line to their left.

  I recognized it. It seemed to jump out of my past. Twenty-two years ago, after a maddening night of bombing, I, too, fled from the north, hauling a cart. My mother pushed, her feet soon bled. Red and blue flares and explosions tore the sky beyond the city. Enormous and scarlet, the sun came up and washed out the lights of the battle of the Somme. Then I saw that the woman ahead of us wore a dressing gown, and carried an alarm clock, a beauty kit, and a ladle. Next to her, a girl pulled a wheelbarrow with her mother in it. Bundles were piled in the emaciated arms of the old woman, but her jaw hung open. She was dead, and the bundles fell on the road, one after the other. The girl didn’t know it.

  This was the same fatal hemorrhage, running, flowing out of the deep wound that the invasion had, once more, inflicted on my country.

  As if the exodus had propagated a plague, the villages around became devitalized. The population disappeared, deserting crops, stock, cellars.

  Training was interrupted. We spent days ardently combing the woods for parachutists, and found none. Formed into regular companies, we expected to leave for the front, and were eager to fight; but our train never came. On the ninth of June, the next railway station, at Dreux, was neatly sprinkled with bombs by fifteen German dive bombers, hardly bothered by a weak antiaircraft fire. Where were the Allied airplanes? We never saw them any more. German observation planes took their place above us, and strafed us a bit, every day, for fun.

  Paper headlines swelled enormously: Treason . . .

  Our officers became nervous. Old reserve Major Galois ordered every road stopped by antitank blockades. Ridiculous obstacles of cobblestones and farm machinery were hastily built which any large tank could push away.

  Men took to drinking so much that the two remaining cafés were ordered closed. Over the radio, I heard Reynaud say that a miracle was necessary to save France. He called on America for help.

  On the eve of the thirteenth, a lieutenant of my platoon, of whom I was very fond, took me aside and told me that the Germans were hardly twenty miles away, advancing rapidly after breaking the main line of resistance. The order had come at last that all troops should evacuate Mézières the next morning, except a rear-guard of fifty men entrusted with the defense of the village. My lieutenant was to take command of it. Would I volunteer to stay with him?

  “Yes, of course.”

  We were to be given two machine guns and two sub-machine guns, but no heavy weapon. If we hid well and waited until the Germans came near, we might cause them some damage, puzzle them a bit, and slow them down for three hours, until they had cleaned us up from the air, and with field mortars. The mission completed, some of us might escape over the hills, through the woods. Perhaps.

  I felt hot in the head. It is so good to know that one is going to do one’s best, come what may.

  But in the night, the order was cancelled and, by the same valley road over which had swept the influx of refugees, we left at daybreak, in good order, full pack on the back.


  CHAPTER 2

  Days of Rout

  June 14.

  ONE has to learn to walk fully loaded. It is not so much a question of strength, as a question of suppleness. With the knapsack well installed on the shoulders, one projects the body over one leg and then over the other, smoothly. It is as if the legs were moving under oneself like a different part, gliding, rolling.

  The charge must stay horizontal. Any up and down motion of the shoulders absorbs energy. The straps are devils. They cut the shoulders, the chest, the belly. There are quantities of them, from the gun, the bags, the canteen, the gas masks, crossing, overlapping. One breathes low, so as not to shake them.

  With the cartridges, the blanket, the spare shoes, the reserve food, the tools, one carries fifty, sixty pounds, not to mention the “utility gifts” from the family. I had, besides, a handsome American leather brief-case full of books and drawings. My shoes were new; my feet soon cut.

  A thick fog followed the night. What luck! Nothing to fear from above. We plodded mile after mile. The first twelve or fifteen are always the hardest. One has to tear through one’s own crust of stiffness, weakness, laziness. When all the muscles warm up, each gliding gently over the other, carrying its own share of the total burden, it ceases to be painful. One becomes part of the column. The cadence of the steps lifts up your legs. At the first few halts one gets busy with talcum powder, adhesive tape, rubbing oil. For the toes, there is nothing better than tallow. One soon decides that one has no use for this book, or that fancy kit. “Who wants it? No one?” It lands in the ditch.

  After twenty miles, we reached a railroad station. The station master was sore and sorry. The tracks had been accurately bombed from the air that very morning, as if the Germans knew that we were to embark there. He was left alone. The freight cars had rolled over the bank and smashed up the cattle awaiting shipment. Surviving animals had galloped madly away, with bloody bits hanging from their horns.

  We took to the road again, now clean of all traffic, as if reserved for us; and six or seven miles farther, in the darkest night, we stopped in a village, invaded the barns and fell asleep.

  June 15.

  “Everybody up.” What? It is still night, we have been here only a couple of hours. Hot coffee will be served in the yard. That sounds better. But where are my things, my gun, my gas mask, my bags, my bayonet, the whole mess? Fumbling in the dark — flashlights are strictly forbidden. Through any crack in the roof they would show at a great height. Hell! My mistake. This is not a barn, but a stable! Then a woman screamed. I had stepped on her face. Apparently some refugees had crawled in, too, and just lay anywhere.

  Soon we were on the road again, each company now a full fifteen minutes behind the other. My feet felt much better. I had feared I could not carry on last night, but with the blisters opened, well patched, the shoes broken in, the top part discreetly split with my knife, I could manage.

  We followed railroad tracks. Smoking was prohibited. No lights, you know! But at a curve, a splendid red light burst above the tracks, bloody in the dark. I was sent up to see; nothing but a regular stop signal. The lieutenant thought that it meant the tracks had been blown up beyond. Mighty strange! He would not let me shoot at it. No instructions, to do so, he said. A reserve officer is a timid soul, after he has made a couple of enthusiastic blunders. In the Army you are supposed to do nothing beyond your particular mission. There was another station, he said, a couple of hours away. He believed that we would be given new orders there, and were likely to be shipped south, and then sent up to where some strong line of resistance was being completed. He mentioned the River Loire.

  No! What kind of a joke is this? They cannot have let the Germans pass the River Seine. It could only be a few advanced elements that had crossed it, and they should have been annihilated quickly. But why was it that as we went west towards Chartres, the few civilians left in the streets were old, and looked desperate?

  Since yesterday we had passed many small towns, or villages that recalled lovely souvenirs of my old hikes: Roman churches, Renaissance city halls, blue mail boxes with 1830-type inscriptions, cafés with marinated eels and dry Touraine wine. To M . . . I had come once last month, to deliver a message for one of Darlan’s officers. Naval general headquarters had been installed right here. Now, all windows were closed, shutters latched, and papers littered the street. No café open, no newspaper to be found. I could not make out what a distant radio was blaring forth about Paris: “Yesterday at . . . the Germans . . .” Had the hogs bombed it?

  But the roads were gay. There were flowers, trees, spots of oil and horse dung. The birds had no bad news to twitter.

  In a thicket sat two girls, blonde and red, hatless, looking pretty. The boy ahead of me turned his head, left the ranks, calling to the lieutenant that he had to take off his shoe. The girls, laughed. Somebody behind me said that he made for the thicket. I do not remember seeing him again.

  Not two, but six hours later, we arrived at a station. The road crossed the tracks. There were two immensely long trains of platform cars, loaded with armored cars, guns, brand-new superb material. It always makes you proud to meet neat war machinery, well painted, with white numbers, so businesslike. You feel that if you are given this, no enemy shall ever get the best of you. It looks so invincible.

  There seemed to be something the matter. Though the four locomotives steamed, they did not move. And then, funny little points in the sky, too well-known, appeared, three by three, a dozen in all. They became bigger and bigger. We were ordered to scatter promptly into the fields and lie quiet. The planes dived, six of them, roared enormously and let loose. The bombs whistled. In a certain light, you could see them coming down, just after being released. Then you would duck, sure that they were aimed directly at you. The noise of bomb explosions is terrific, clattering. When it stops, your ears throb and the earth vibrates. Then stones, bricks, torn-off bits landing at last, make a gentler clatter. Next, somebody screams. Last comes the smell of powder. The planes taking height again, the humming of the engines will quiet down to a peculiar waving roar until they dive again.

  Behind me, Corporal Marais, my comrade in training, his eyes out of his head, muttered: “I can’t stand it; I can’t stand it!”

  Somebody said: “Ta gueule.” (Shut up!)

  It is strange how one reacts to fear. Everyone feels something. One out of ten becomes paralyzed. The rich, untranslatable, Army slang says: “ll a les miches qui font bravo” or “ll a le trou du cul a zero.”

  When the bombs whistle, I get a cold sensation in the lower backbone; later, it climbs to my neck, and I become angry: I want to fight.

  Where were the officers? In that station, on those trains, no antiaircraft or, if any, nobody to man it! To protect them, it would have taken at least four quick firing guns. Where were our famous 90 Schneiders, which could shoot eight miles up? Where were the batteries of sharp 25’s, or the new 47’s, or even the old brutal 75’s? All sent where the final stand was going to be, no doubt. And where were our machine guns? Somewhere beyond, with the other company! They are not much good against fast planes, unless coupled, and provided the planes fly low. They will dissuade planes from strafing, though.

  Where are the lieutenants, the captain? Couldn’t we do something? Men here and there started shooting at the planes uselessly, but it relieved our nerves. Then, orders were passed from haystack to hole, from hedge to tree; “Don’t shoot, or they’ll come after us.” Too late! Two of them plunged, gracefully, and the roaring became enormous. Tatatata. The machine guns clapped the road, where some trucks had stopped, the drivers hidden underneath. Two caught fire, and the burning men ran.

  The bullets whistle and render a different sound according to the objects hit. Brief, shrill, dry, vibrating, or soft when they bury themselves in flesh. Dust, little bits of pavement, torn off pieces of stone or wood fly around.

  “I can’t stand it, I can’t stand it,” shrieked Marais, again. I smacked him. He said: “Thank you. I can’t help it.” A good fellow, Marais, a grocer, from a small town, somewhere.

  So we were not going to board a train here. When the planes left us, they had done little damage to our scattered company. A few scratches. The railroad tracks were completely smashed on both sides of the station. The trains themselves had suffered little, but would stay there. It was none of our business, apparently, for we formed again, and marched to the village, far beyond the station, where we found stragglers from the other companies, and a good warm soup.

  The village was empty, except for a few groups of refugees, silent, eating or sleeping on the side of the road. I found a house open. It was poor. There was some coffee in the pot, and I drank it. It tasted fresh. I washed and greased my feet, and endeavored to lighten my pack. On the mantelpiece I felt a beautiful Saint Augustin and a Life of Eric Satie; in a closet, a soiled shirt, a pair of pajamas, and some odd things.

  The company staff looked puzzled, and grieved, around old Major Galois the creator of the funny antitank blockade, at Mézières. He wore a white beard, on a kind face. It was decided that we would not march any longer in company formation, but by isolated groups, and we were given the meeting point and general directions.

  With a dozen of my friends from what was, a few days before, a brisk, shiny-looking training unit of noncommissioned officers, all but I bearing the pretty stripes of corporal, I left by a back road. We had reached that degree of fatigue where one can hardly carry more than a thought. To go on, was our only thought then.

  We loaded our sacks on a small carriage found in a back yard. Half of us pulling and pushing, the others walking ahead, and whistling a song, from time to time.

  *   *   *

  The tallest of the group, Ernest, had fought, as top sergeant, in Morocco, sixteen years ago, and in the Sarre. He had been degraded for some minor scandal: fight with an officer, drunkenness, that kind of mistake. I thought that I could rely on him, eventually, for advice. It was so hot that, against all regulations, we laid our heavy mantles on the sacks. I was in favor of advancing as fast as possible, but the others complained they could not; and we had to stay together.

  At a farm, one of those fine buildings where all the roofs turn around a central yard, with a warm dung pile in the center, we stopped. We wanted a lighter carriage. All the doors were open, but no farmer answered our calls. I looked around for a road map, but found only a sketchy sort of regional map on the back of a calendar. I tore it off.

  Hearing a noise above, we climbed the stairs and found a young man, and a girl helping him pull off his boots. He wore a swanky uniform, and said in good French that he was a Flemish officer, from the Belgian Army; that he had escaped through the German lines, met his wife in Paris where the Germans had arrived yesterday; that, as far as he was concerned, the fight was over, Leopold having capitulated. He had found some civilian clothes in a closet, and would put them on. He invited us to do the same. “What’s the use?” He said. “We are all betrayed anyway!” Indignant, none of us would imitate him.

  We left them in the attic. No carts in the barn, no cattle, no chickens, no old, lame dog. A plague-stricken place. So lovely, though, so architectural; as abstract as a geometrical perspective on paper that always misses looking alive.

  Back on the road, I found that Ernest had collected some bottles of brandy. I didn’t like it very much, but I took a sip, and it did me good. There was a heavy cannonade north and east of us. Thank God, there was a line! That Belgian fellow did not know what he was saying. We should have taken him along, with his boots and his unattractive mate, and made him repeat his statements at headquarters. But there were so many civilians from the north, Belgium, Holland, who had said such things as we passed by.

  Planes bearing German markings passed us, continually. We did not stop any more. If they began machine-gunning us, we could crouch under the pushcart. Nothing better to stop a bullet than a packed knapsack, except a sack of loose earth.

  We saw a pack of bleating sheep, two or three hundreds of them. They had shaved the ground completely, and looked famished. Who had left them there? I wished we had time to kill one and roast it. We let them loose. The foolish flock stayed together, and followed us for a while. Then Corporal Durand said that they would stuff themselves with green grass and burst their bellies. He knew. He was a farmer, wrinkled, with an ample mustache, a heavy torso, short legs, no neck. From western Normandy, certainly. I felt badly. Perhaps we had done the wrong thing.

  There was no traffic coming up. Everything we ever met went south.

  Silly! Silly!

  So the beautiful French country, its villages harmoniously gathered around a grey, golden, or pink stone church, or a Place de la Maine; its carefully kept gardens behind the houses, with beds of flowers around the vegetables; its inhabitants so witty, so wise, so rich in all kinds of recipes for living well, eating well, drinking well, and, — what so few people in the world know — resting well; sitting in front of their houses, after work, or having friendly games of cards and billiards, at the Inn, while the women sip coffee and tell delightfully ugly stories about each other — so all of this, that I had loved, would vanish.

  Demolished the houses, gone the parson, the mayor, the drummer, the nobleman, the teacher, the Communist leader — all gone except, sometimes, the elder of the community who had refused to be carried away, and who lay, strangely alive, in a lone bed, under a flayed roof, with a pile of decaying food on the bedside table.

  Vanished, melted away!

  No, no. That could not be! There had been a battle of the Marne, in 1914, in 1918, at the gates of Paris. There would be one of the Loire. We would drown all the Germans. But where were they? We knew nothing. It could not be true about Paris, or was it what I could not understand, over the radio? I could not bear the thought of the Germans marching down the Avenue de 1’ Etoile, towards the Louvre, invading La Cite, sitting in the Luxembourg Gardens, disgustingly proud.

  Where was the famed French Army? Where were our generals? What had Weygand done? Where were the young officers, the grandsons of the heroes of the Revolution? Wasn’t there anybody to rise from nowhere and lead us, as so often before, to victory? I almost felt that anyone who wanted to strongly enough, could have done it. Even I, perhaps. Yes, but what? One should know something. Who could know anything any more, when no plane of ours showed itself, when nothing went up to fight the German bombers from our skies? When they flew down, south or west, it was never very long before we heard a whole chain of explosions. Sometimes there would be antiaircraft, very thick. The sky would be polka-dotted with white clouds. The bombers would disappear and come back, half an hour later, when the antiaircraft guns were all gone, or silenced, and they could sprinkle their bombs, and their parachutists, in comfort.

  Everywhere, the telephone and telegraph lines were cut; the electric wires were not charged. How would the colonel know anything, tonight? We never saw him any more, by the way. He had a car. Most of them had cars, of course. They went ahead. Very few walked, as did the tall, funny-faced Captain C . . . . whom I had seen once or twice, with sandals and a rifle on his back. He would not leave his new recruits, men who had barely had time to learn how to wrap the puttees around their legs. Most of them were “recuperated,” as they say: weaklings previously refused by the medical commissions. They were taking punishment.

  All of this went through my head, thickly. My thoughts had the shape of the road; they went one way, away, away. They faded at times, and then I would hear my own feet and the others tramping on the road, and feel tired. Also, we had had little to eat. There was nothing to be bought. The reserve food we carried was not supposed to be touched until the last extremity. In a deserted chicken house we found a whole pile of eggs, and sipped them raw.

  *   *   *

  Our back road ran into a highway, where we met various groups from other companies. Their appearance struck me. Did we look like that, so dusty, shabby, unbuttoned, no two packs alike? We were worse, certainly, pulling and pushing a cart, like gypsies. A crossroad suddenly poured a convoy of refugees into the highway, and it became a remarkable mess.

  Automobiles tried to pass and could not. They were overloaded with mattresses laid on the top; odd things hung from the headlights and the door handles; or piled on the bumpers and the running boards: chairs, pails, stove pipes, suitcases, blankets packed like Bologna sausage, everything connected with a web of strings, as if a huge spider had taken possession of the entrails of a wandering house. The women, children, and old people crowded inside, like worms in the dark. Army trucks behind went into the fields so as to get ahead, and found themselves stuck in the high wheat, ditches, and mud puddles. The whole convoy had to stop, passed only by stragglers from all sorts of regiments. People began to swear and to fight.

  Out of a stuck delivery wagon came three firemen of the Parisian Elite Corps, recognizable by their leather jackets, and their shiny helmets. “What are you doing here, handsome Pompiers?” They said they had escaped from Paris last night, by the Porte d’ltalie, when the Germans were already there. They had found this car abandoned on the road, and had been compelled to make many detours to avoid capture.

  So it was true; but the city had not been bombarded. Thank God! Perhaps I should return there, some day, and wander through the beloved streets.

  Paris taken. Shame on us!

  It was so difficult to advance in the jammed crowd that, trusting my bit of a map, we took a dirt road going to the left. One of us had disappeared. We called in vain. We were now eleven.

  Ernest caught two stray chickens, cut off the heads with his knife, and plucked the feathers as he walked. We stopped to boil them, carved into small pieces. The brew tasted good, though unsalted. We decided to equip ourselves better at the next village. We were beginning to realize that this might keep on for sometime yet. Everywhere ahead of us, the stations might be blasted, or the trains gone. We fought sleepiness with alcohol.

  We met a convoy of army trucks, packed with well-equipped men, and light artillery. They were dusty, but unfatigued and cheerful. They thought they were going to take positions somewhere. They threw packages of cigarettes towards us. Behind followed civilian lorries. Our comrade R. said suddenly: “I have had enough of this; my feet ache too much,” and he climbed into the last lorry. “Your knapsack,” I yelled. He threw his hand above his shoulder. We dumped it right there: ours were already too much to pull.

  Why hadn’t all the trucks been mobilized for the army so that we could be sent promptly wherever we were wanted?

  According to the road signs, the objective, Bonneval, was only two hours away. There we would meet the others, eat, and rest. I had decided to speak to the lieutenant. We liked each other. He must know something and could tell us what was really going on. Meanwhile, we sang, and as is customary in any army, told each other jokes about top sergeants, and the like. It was fortunate, indeed, that Ernest had taken the cognac. A good brand, too, with a lot of stars, — better deserved, maybe, than the silver stars on some people’s caps.

  When we arrived in sight of Bonneval, approximately one and a half miles farther on, it was almost dark, but suddenly became very bright and noisy. A couple of “black birds,” hovering over the village, were enjoying themselves, dropping their “eggs.” It was a beautiful sight if you did not mind being frightened a bit; — not so very different from Fourteenth of July fireworks, except that the pieces were expanding upwards, instead of down, and, added luxury, a few machine guns were firing from the ground, with tracer bullets. A couple of searchlights would have given the “Abscisses and Ordinates” to the brilliant show; but they were not there.

  Twenty bombs or more fell before the planes went away. There was a barn in a field; we made for it. We were so tired that we had to have some sleep. We had hardly reached cover when thunder began again, but a real, a peaceful thunder, sounding like a heavy ball rolling down the stairs, with nice, friendly-looking lightning; and it rained superbly, divinely.

  Damn! There were people in the hay! “Don’t step on my barges, you ass.” Barges, in French Army slang, mean feet. Here was old Marais as frightened as ever, with his “pants loaded” as the army says. He had snuggled under a wagon, between two bunches of straw. At least that is what he said, for I could not see. He repeated endlessly that he had met the Mézières Mill truck, and that sixteen of the twenty-eight civilians inside, were killed.

  “Shut up! Thousands of others die like that every day! One cannot possibly worry over every bit of disaster. Don’t you know any other tune?”

  Ernest, having struck a match, was being shockingly insulted. He argued. The wind blew the match out, and settled the case.

  Some artillerymen asked where we came from, and said that they came from the Somme, where there had been some fierce fighting for days and nights, with thousands and thousands of dead on each side. The line held perfectly where they were. Suddenly the Allied planes disappeared from the skies, our men were attacked by tanks, from the rear, and that was the end. Their batteries silenced, they barely escaped captivity, and arrived here by devious ways. Now they were walking, and did we have any wine to offer them? Everybody said something in the dark. Dirty jokes, moving confidences, angry remarks. I never saw their faces.

  I fell through thousands of miles of darkness, into oblivion. Ernest shook me. Tatatata. He shook me again. Tatatatata. What is that? “That is a machine gun,” he said, “(better sip some cognac), that is a machine gun, and not a French Hotchkiss. It is a Maxim. I know. I have had to reckon with it, in the Sarre. Come on! Limon and Kerouan have gone already. They left, just after the shower, with the artillery fellows.”

  “Don’t worry,” said Jules. “I have served in the Army for twelve years, everywhere, and I have fought plenty. I won’t let myself be caught. Better stick to me.”

  Old Corporal Jules, a mail carrier in civilian life, was very poor at military theory, and to give himself a better chance at the weekly exams, he shined his buttons to an exquisite polish. We used to laugh about it; but he could mount and fire an 81 mm. mortar in no time. A good old egg, his hair already white.

  *   *   *

  June 16.

  So we left, and promptly lost ourselves, having to sit in a ditch until daybreak. Then we found a post of a dozen men. It was at them that the shots were fired last night. A German motorcycle patrol, with machine guns mounted on side cars, had come down the road. The post had killed the first ones, and the others had turned back, after letting loose a few bands. There lay three Frenchmen, pulled together gently, a mantle over their heads. For them, it was all over.

  “I wish I knew what to do now,” said their sergeant, “but you boys better make tracks.”

  We did, though that carriage, with only six of us to pull, had become a nuisance. We abandoned it, as well as the others’ luggage, and strapped our knapsacks on once more. It hurt. Gosh, it was heavy! This is where I relinquished that excellent, thousand-page, grey-bound book called Manual of the Infantry Leader, the famous “Théorie” that said: . . . keep the given direction, keep contact with the men to your left, and the men to your right. Report constantly . . .”

  In the next mile and a half we had to stop again because three fat Capronis, flying so low that I could see their dirty colors, had come to finish the Germans’ job. They stayed only fifteen minutes, dropped a dozen bombs, and strafed around nicely. More than the Germans, especially when there was not much antiaircraft they liked to come down at a crossroad, and play havoc with the fleeing civilians.

  It is, of course, excellent business. The carriages and trucks get jammed in a mess that cannot be undone. The bodies of dead horses fill the holes. Those that are left of the terrified women, children, and old men, run in all directions, and quickly invade roads that are supposed to be reserved for military traffic. They confuse that traffic, slow it down, and when the vehicles rescued from the strafed column, arrive, finally stop it altogether. To get rid of them, you would have to shoot. Anyway, the women insult you:

  “Why are you going this way, flying bastards, sons of everything low on earth, cowards . . .”

  “Lady, we’d rather fight, but where, and with what? We are told to go south. We are going. We shall find better arms there; we shall stop the invader. You will see. Get away from us. Can’t you see the planes are after us? Who ever told you to take this road?”

  “Somebody. A man. He said he knew this road was free, and much safer.”

  There was always such a man, in every column of civilians, but he could never be found. There may have been one in every village, ten in every small town, one hundred in every city, who started this lamentable exodus of civilians, that, alone, would have made us lose this war of movement, if we had not had other reasons to lose it. It would be good for one’s nerves, for one’s confidence in any future, to get hold of each of those men and beat him to a pulp.

  *   *   *

  Not much was left around Bonneval now. I found my comrade Barois, the bicycle racer, on a shiny bike, with one yellow wheel, and the other blue. He had arrived last night, found a bicycle store blown open, and had made himself one out of the remnants of a dozen. Kerouan and Limon had been there, too, and had helped themselves. They were there, behind the wall, when the Capronis started. They had not ridden very far.

  Kerouan was good at figures, and knew better than anybody else how many cartridges of this or that sort a group should carry, and the particulars about any sort of material. His head had gone through one wheel; the spokes came out of his mashed skull, like the rays of a saint in a penny image.

  A “crevard” Limon, one who never had enough to eat, and who would come back for more, with a pitiful look. They had always given him the bones, and no meat at all! He lay on his stomach, his pants torn off. His behind showed white, without a scratch; large, hairy, fascinating. A strange beast. Cruelly funny.

  *   *   *

  We found the staff. Fortunately, a small village, away from the railroad station of Bonneval, had been set as the meeting place. The officers had spent the night in a castle.

  The company cook, on top of his rolling machine, distributed hot coffee. Nothing to complain about there. Fresh bread too; baker’s bread, white, instead of the heavy brown army bread that we call “boule?”

  I went to sleep in a barn, with my bunch of comrades. I woke up at noon to find that Léon and Ernest wanted me to roast a chicken.

  I could not stand on my feet; the ground was coming up to me, first on one side, then on the other. A bucket of cool well water helped me, and I got busy. Others were investigating pens, for chickens or rabbits. There were many easy victims. All larger animals had been removed.

  The officers strolled around, not shaved but looking fresh. Our lieutenant praised Barois for his good-looking bike. “Get motorized any way you can” he said to me. “We’ll leave in two hours.”

  In a house I found a stove, a pan, and some grease. The roast soon smelled good. An old man, about seventy, came in. He wore a large cap, with ear-flaps, and muttered that he had come to get his purse. This was his house. His workshop was behind. A cooper, he had been successor to his father and his grandfather. Fine tools, well disposed on racks, handsome boards of many sorts of wood, leaning against the wall, or lying on trestles, explained the barrels, casks, and kegs, left at various stages of fabrication, on the workbenches.

  A thick layer of chips and sawdust felt comfortable under foot. Thin dust softened the light falling from the high windows; and spiders had woven deep nets on each side, ample, also loaded with dust, looking like curtains hung the wrong way.

  He showed me a prize keg of oak, with shiny copper rings, his masterpiece, made at the end of his apprenticeship long, long ago.

  What a pleasant old-wood smell!

  Cooper, I’d like to stay here with thee, turn the wheel of the large sharpening-stone yonder, learn thy trade and keep, for my children, old cognac and fresh wines, in kegs and casks bent by thy able hands. . . .

  But the cannonade rolled heavily again, and away he went, towards his death, somewhere far from the scene of his life, and away I went, irresistibly, towards a great black hole into which it was my fate to fall, three days later.

  *   *   *

  Ernest and the others were very proud. They had found a lame horse and attached him to a funny farm wagon, much too heavy. All the poor animal could do was pull the sacks, and sometimes one or two of us, over flat ground. We soon met some wounded men whom we laid over our sacks and transported until we could persuade some truck drivers to take them on. In a panic, everyone looks out for himself or his family. Ugly things happen. I had to raise my voice and threaten.

  We received our worst strafing that very afternoon, and had to crawl under the wagon, several times. The old horse did not move until a car ahead of us caught fire. Everybody inside must have been killed, for no one popped out or screamed, but the horse jumped, and fell into the ditch, with the carriage and contents following. We had a hard time getting away from the heavy wheels. Léon’s knee was braised and he had to be laid on the wagon. We shot madly at the planes until the civilians became angry. They said that it made the Germans return and strafe until nothing moved any more. An antiaircraft battery began shooting, presumably 25mm., mounted on trucks, half a mile ahead; and we had, at last, the joy of seeing a twin-engined craft drop, with a long trail of smoke, and crash in a field, with a magnificent noise. It exploded.

  A parachute had appeared in the sky, and was drifting away from us. Two mad women darted out of the road and ran across the field, in its direction. Others followed. I knew what they would do, if they could: beat the flyer down, crush his face with their heels, and pull his eyes out. There were many children, many women, many old people, buried hastily on the side of the French roads — or not buried at all — and many a destroyed village where no soldier had ever been seen. It would be preposterous to fly a fast warplane, accomplish a mission calling for the destruction of everything on the road, and then come down in a parachute and say to the women whose babies you have just massacred: “Will you please treat me according to international law?” and expect them to tear the children’s shirts to dress your wounds properly. . . .

  Who ever spoke of humanizing war? Doesn’t he who receives a shell splinter in the face suffer as much as he who is killed by an angry woman’s heel? If giving death to the enemy is no crime only for properly patented soldiers, with a reference number on the collar, it should be arranged for bullets and shell splinters to be educated, like special police dogs, to hit only men whose military papers are in good order. And perhaps, above the belt only, and never in the back. Where does war stop?

  During these days when I have been running away, been shot at, bombed, without the satisfaction of fighting back, giving the best in me, doing something positive for my country and the people I love, a wound has been inflicted on my soul that will never heal.

  We left the main road and, night having fallen, slept a few hours in another barn. Up again in the dark! We found a sack of oats for the horse and, in the hay, a woman badly wounded in the foot. We laid her on the carriage and she held the reins.

  What? Flashes in the dark. A light appearing at several windows, and then going away. We made for the house, knocked loudly. No answer. We broke down the door, searched every room, the basement, the attic. Nobody. We called, threatened, fired shots in the closets. Not a sound.

  Hell! Everywhere something that we could not understand. Parachutists? Traitors? Only for them was the whole mess clear. They had instructions. They knew where we were going. No doubt they directed us.

  The road again. It divided in two sections, right and left. We took the one to the right, but it was a dirt road and soon proved hardly practicable. I went back alone in order to investigate the other. I could not see at all. It was blacker than black, indeed. The ground was solid enough under my feet. Maybe I’d soon reach a milestone bearing the name of the next village. Suddenly I felt a stick in my ribs, and stopped short.

  “What’s this?”

  “Quiet. A sub-machine gun. I shoot.”

  Now I could see something like a dark oily raincoat and a strange helmet above. A tall broad man. His French was clear, with little accent.

  “Quiet. This way. Hurry.”

  He motioned me briskly in the dark, to a path. I turned my head. He was watching the road, instead of following me. Ahead, ten or twenty feet away, I heard approaching footsteps. A vanguard post? Violently I jumped over the hedge, undid the rifle that the fool had not taken off my back, and fired three shots in both directions. There was no answering shot. I heard something falling, or tramping in the bushes, and I ran, breathlessly, until I fell on a path running six feet below the level of the fields. Unhurt, I ran again. No one was pursuing me. I couldn’t have killed them all. For some reason, they did not want to show themselves.

  Half an hour later I found my friends, guns in hand behind the old carriage. They would not believe my story. I could hardly believe it myself, now. They said that I had shot ghosts. The lame woman, under the driver’s seat, was muttering prayers.

  *   *   *

  June 77.

  Before dawn, we crossed a village. On the Place de l’Eglise, a tiny streak of light showed under a door. We knocked and found some twenty men around a table loaded with food. Tankmen with leather jackets, and helmets without vizors. They let us in, after turning out the lights carefully. They were black with smoke, young, and strong. Two wore bloody bandages. A top sergeant poured me a glass of wine, gave me a thick piece of ham, asked where we came from; and laughed when I told him.

  “My God, you come straight from the Jerries’ lines. We fought there today. We started with fifteen tanks in the morning, and came back at dusk with eight. One had to be abandoned before reaching this village. You must have passed it. The seven others are under the trees, in the square. Hasn’t the watchman seen you? Have you met any motorized troops?”

  “No, we haven’t, or rather we did meet many yesterday, rolling in strange directions.”

  “Then,” said the adjutant “what is the use of fighting? We meet columns of German tanks. Ours are stronger, better armored. Our special 75mm. gun shoots clear through theirs; but they are more mobile, and outnumber us ten to one. We have gone back and forth through their lines, destroyed many, but no motorized troops follow us any more. Our 47mm. antitank batteries have vanished. Not a single plane on our side. Theirs drop bombs in our way — strange carbon dioxide bombs that stop our engines; and then it is just too bad for us. Our antiaircraft also has vanished. We are supposed to receive fuel and ammunition at daybreak. You’d better not stay around my men.”

  Later in the morning we met the rest of the battalion and received some hot food. The lieutenant came to me and said: “We have to pass the River Loire today. At five o’clock all the bridges will be blown up. Get bicycles, or make that horse run until it dies; but be sure to cross the Beaugency bridge before 4 P.M.”

  This time we had to stick to the main road. Everywhere on the left we had encountered trouble. It meant definitely that the Germans were coming from the east, above the River Loire. But as all the roads coming from the right brought columns of refugees, it meant that the Germans were coming from the west, too. Civilians said unbelievable things about Cherbourg having been taken on the thirteenth, etc. The thirteenth! We were still in Mézières. If we were going to walk all the way, why hadn’t we been given orders to leave, two or three days before? Or why hadn’t those many motorized units, that had passed us the fourteenth, fifteenth, sixteenth, sent back their trucks to get us? It couldn’t be gasoline that they needed, for that was wasted everywhere. I had met many an army gasoline truck giving fuel to any person on a motorcycle, or in a car, who wanted it.

  Things were wrong, shockingly wrong everywhere; even with the German planes. There were many of them above, following the road, or going in all directions, but they didn’t bomb us any more. They flew just above rifle range, turned, and photographed our miserable column. Weren’t we even good enough to kill?

  Many soldiers carried half of their equipment, having dumped their knapsacks in the ditches. I picked up several packs of cartridges. Many villages had been bombed and evacuated. The main streets were disgustingly littered with empty bottles. Fleeing civilians, soldiers, too had broken in and plundered the cellars.

  We were eight, now, around the carriage. Ernest, Legrand and I were the only ones from the original group. The others had disappeared in the night, boarded passing trucks, or found bicycles without bothering to inquire if their owners were around. I was wrapped in fatigue. Everything was becoming thick, and syruplike around me. Whenever I stopped, the soil balanced itself slowly under my feet, which didn’t ache any more. They had healed in my shoes, or made a compact with my rotten socks. They didn’t really feel like a part of me at all. I didn’t try to climb on the carriage. It was enough to be relieved of my sack. It did me good, mentally, to feel so tired. Suffering was the only excuse, in my own dim eyes, for being such a wretch in what had begun as a battalion march, but had now turned into an ugly rout.

  Around noon, three handsome Moroccans, tall, with wide eyes, passed with supple strides. I said to them: “Hello, boys! All right?” They nodded. No emotion showed on their yellow faces. Inside, though, they must have been scornful. So this was the country that had conquered theirs! Exhausted, beaten, sometimes drunk, the men who had been imposing what they called their civilization upon them, lay in the ditches. Or, sons of warriors, knowing that reverses come after victories, did they only go, indifferent, wherever they had been ordered?

  A lad from La Réunion was following the carriage now, a young, short, colored boy, with kind black eyes. He had taken to us, and we to him. He never asked for anything. We had to make him drink, once in a while, from the canteens hanging from the driver’s seat. Léon, his knee aching, drove, and exchanged angry words with Rameau, mad about something I could not grasp, and advancing with stiff strides while pulling his belongings on a baby carriage.

  I made a point of waking up the soldiers asleep on the sides of the road: “Move on, boys, the bridges will be blown up in two hours. You don’t want to be captured, do you?” They would open their bewildered eyes that did not see, and drag themselves painfully out of the ditch.

  *   *   *

  We reached Beaugency in the early afternoon. Here was a beautiful bridge over the River Loire, and a crowd running away from it. What again? A lone German plane circled above. As the first bomb whistled, we threw ourselves against a wall. Five bombs fell, but none hit squarely, so the plane came back, lower this time, and machine-gunned copiously. Hysterical, a girl darted from her hiding place and made for the bridge. The bullets were hitting all around. Bits of pavement and stone flew in the air. She fell. I ran and dragged her back to the sidewalk, crying: “Get up, you fool!” She didn’t answer. Her eyes wide open, her mouth distorted, I shall never forget the horror on her face. The bullet had entered above the shoulder. I drew a mantle over the poor young head.

  “Let’s go” urged Ernest “here come some heavy Heinkels that will blow up the bridge.” We ran as fast as the old lame horse would allow, pulling him savagely by the bridle, on each side, beating his flanks frantically with our bayonets, as if it mattered whether our sacks were saved or not. We clung to them, as the woman in my memory had clung to her ladle and alarm clock on the Rouen road, twenty-two years ago.

  We made the bridge, among the bullets, many of which hit the water and trees. Ahead of us, a machine gun fired suddenly. Here was the old drunkard Robert, our training sergeant, letting loose at the sky; alone, haggard, swearing, magnificent! When he had no more bands, he shot with his rifle, and we all followed suit, shooting at the flying beast that went so fast we could hardly follow it.

  For a while, we felt proud again.

  *   *   *

  The chap from La Réunion fixed our next meal. Somebody had produced a sack of small chicks, smothered to death. He cut them in quarters, fried them, poured water on top and looked very professional while we supplied the wood and whatever the next open house had to offer. We had settled ourselves in a yard, a mile southeast of Beaugency, and it was exactly five o’clock. So we were safe. All the bridges would soon be blown up. Huge reassuring explosions shook the horizon.

  An artilleryman showed his face. “Come in,” we said, “the yard and odor are for everybody; but no fried chicken for you, dirty motorized beggar.”

  He scorned the pot that the cook looked very able to defend if necessary. “Get out of here, gentlemen! Our 105 guns are on the hill above, and we’ll soon make this place hot. The waters are shallow; so the Jerries will try to cross.”

  “Go to Hell. Couldn’t you fire 100 yards below; or are you incapable of any accuracy?”

  Away he went, grumbling, and we started dinner. Unexpected seasoning soon fell in it: plaster, and wood, and all the splinters that a shell can send 80 yards away. But not a French 105mm.! A German 77! A German battery was shooting at the crossroad, presumably, between the bridge and us, and it was very near, too, probably on the north side of the river. The next shell fell so close that spontaneously we flattened ourselves on the ground. I nearly choked laughing at the brown boy who had gotten hold of the frying pan handle so that it could not upset, but was burning himself and making an awful face. All the same, we poured out the juice, grabbed the meat and left the place. It had become unhealthy.

  On the hill we passed the 105mm. guns. Plenty of them, on trucks, with tanks and a lot of material hidden around, but they didn’t fire a single round. The men were raging and said mean things. They could have blown those 77’s to pieces. They were being deprived of their fun.

  We met the whole of our battalion around seven. Two doctors were inspecting feet. I didn’t want to run the risk of removing my shoes. Léon was taken away in an ambulance; his knee was worse. Already a dozen men of our sixty from the former peloton were missing. The new orders were to reach a woods located approximately ten miles away.

  I must have looked very tired for our lieutenant said that I was to ride in his small car, and help him find the section of the woods that had been reserved for us. Reserved? So orders were coming again. That was hopeful.

  We drove through night and mud, and I don’t know how he could find his way, turning all the time, cutting lines of refugees, of trucks, and swearing that we were soon to fall on the Jerries.

  “What are you saying? They couldn’t be under the Loire too?” I asked, but he wouldn’t answer.

  I have never known the name of the village where we stopped. If I had, it would have fallen in the night that was slowly invading my head, together with the names of hundreds of villages that I had read on the milestones, the last four days. And what did it matter anyway, so long as it was France. Or would it soon be Spain, if we kept going south like that?

  In the village, we tried in vain to locate a free barn. It had started raining and he had hoped that he could find a better shelter than our corner of the woods. Everywhere we found refugees packed in with their belongings. The inhabitants hadn’t left. There were cattle and horses in the stables, and sheep bleating their heads off when I felt the ground in the dark, with my rifle.

  A fat woman was sitting on a stone, outside, shrieking: “My darling daughter! They will violate her, they will kill her.” I shook her. “They certainly will, if you keep on calling them like that.” Somebody whom I couldn’t see said: “Nonsense. They behave very well. They even feed the civilians.”

  I said “Sure they do,” so that the woman would stop her lamentations. Then I wondered. How could he, in the dark, know? But rumors of all kinds were spreading among the civilians. They had heard radio proclamations that we knew nothing about.

  In spite of the rain, we had to go to the woods. I lay by the lieutenant. He had stretched his uniform raincoat on top of me. I should have slept if the ground hadn’t kept on waving under me, but I felt well enough, except when the leaves above suddenly released a puddle of rain that splashed on my face. I even joked:

  “Do you remember the nice sort of pre-Christ type of war you were teaching us on the green hills of é, and the fight we had about my not having respected the given dimensions of the so-called “Gamelin hole,” a machine-gun nest you had made me dig in sandy ground which kept falling on the tripod? And what about the marvelous 1936 rifle with disappearing bayonets that we had to study about in books because the depot had none available? I have been taking all this training so as to become a liaison officer with the British Army, and it ends by my having come from America to run in the dust and mud, and live on stolen fowl.”

  He laughed rather hollowly. A young lawyer, short and strong, with clear eyes and open face, he, too, would have liked nothing better than fighting to the limit. He, too, was taking orders from somebody who was also taking orders. If a mistake, or worse, were launched at the top of the Army, it went down, amplifying itself at each degree until it fell on his shoulders, before bouncing ultimately on the Poilu’s.

  *   *   *

  June 18.

  Well before dawn I joined my group and we walked west, through the Sologne, famed for its hunting grounds and its castles. In vain did I take advantage of my lieutenant’s raincoat to order the traffic of the civilians along the road. They didn’t even want to flee any more, and obstructed the roads.

  Around noon, at a crossroad, a portly major moving his arms like a traffic policeman, stopped every soldier and directed him to a dirt path ending in a thicket. We found two hundred men there, sitting or sleeping. It was Major J . . . whom I knew well. He had been my captain, fifteen years ago, when I served my term of military service, and I could tell many funny stories about him. Risen from the ranks in the last war, his huge chest multicolored with medals, he made inconceivable blunders, to the joy of his young lieutenants. He loved nothing better than acting like a top sergeant, inspecting clothes and writing in the company book. His metallic voice could shake a whole regiment to attention. Now he was grave. He rounded us up and said, with emotion:

  “Men, you have always been like my own children. The war has taken a very bad turn. I fear for you, for your life, for your freedom. Go as fast as you can, taking the first road to the right, to Dhuison. See that no one stays behind.”

  My God! He had made us lose half an hour to say only that. Yet he seemed to have something else on his mind, something more important that he didn’t dare tell. He looked all of us in the face, with a warm, faithful look, sighed, and drove away in his car. I heard him mutter: “They are leaving their knapsacks.”

  It was an old woman who stopped us, in the afternoon, to listen to her radio in her little, lone house that she had refused to quit. A deep, shaky voice said:

  “. . . I have asked our adversaries for an armistice. I shall only accept honorable conditions.”

  It was a transcription of a broadcast by Marshal Petain who had taken over the government.

  So there was not going to be any stand behind the River Loire.

  We were beaten. Shame ran in my veins, heavy as lead.

  June 19.

  The lieutenant woke us up at 2 A.M. and said that we must cross the River Cher before noon, at a bridge point named La Selle. We pushed along in the dark, then in the sunrise, then in the sun, stopping as little as possible. The cannonade had now begun on our left. The way seemed to be open only right ahead. As much as we could, we kept at an equal distance between the cannonade on our right, and the cannonade on our left. Planes were circling above, hardly higher than a mile. German planes, of course.
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