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GUY DE MAUPASSANT - A STUDY
BY POL. NEVEUX

“I entered literary life as a meteor, and I shall
leave it like a thunderbolt.” These words of
Maupassant to Jose Maria de Heredia on the
occasion of a memorable meeting are, in spite
of their morbid solemnity, not an inexact sum-
ming up of the brief career during which, for
ten years, the writer, by turns undaunted and
sorrowful, with the fertility of a master hand
produced poetry, novels, romances and trav-
els, only to sink prematurely into the abyss of
madness and death. . .

In the month of April, 1880, an article
appeared in the “Le Gaulois” announcing the
publication of the Soirees de Medan. It was
signed by a name as yet unknown: Guy de
Maupassant. After a juvenile diatribe against
romanticism and a passionate attack on lan-
guorous literature, the writer extolled the
study of real life, and announced the publi-
cation of the new work. It was picturesque
and charming. In the quiet of evening, on an
island, in the Seine, beneath poplars instead of
the Neapolitan cypresses dear to the friends
of Boccaccio, amid the continuous murmur
of the valley, and no longer to the sound of
the Pyrennean streams that murmured a faint
accompaniment to the tales of Marguerite’s
cavaliers, the master and his disciples took
turns in narrating some striking or pathctic
episode of the war. And the issue, in collabo-
ration, of these tales in one volume, in which
the master jostled elbows with his pupils, took
on the appearance of a manifesto, the tone of
a challenge, or the utterance of a creed.

In fact, however, the beginnings had been
much more simple, and they had confined
themselves, beneath the trees of Medan, to
deciding on a general title for the work. Zola
had contributed the manuscript of the “At-
taque du Moulin,” and it was at Maupassant’s
house that the five young men gave in their
contributions. Each one read his story, Mau-
passant bcing the last. When he had finished
Boule de Suif, with a spontancous impulse,
with an emotion they never forgot, filled with
enthusiasm at this revelation, they all rose
and, without supcrﬂuous words, acclaimed
him as a master.

He undertook to write the article for the
Gaulois and, in cooperation with his friends,
he worded it in the terms with which we are
familiar, amplifying and embellishing it, yield-
ing to an inborn taste for mystification which
his youth rendered excusable. The essential
point, he said, is to “unmoor” criticism.

It was unmoored. The following day Wolff
wrote a polemical dissertation in the Figaro
and carried away his colleagues. The volume
was a brilliant success, thanks to Boule de Suif.
Despite the novelty, the honesty of effort, on
the part of all, no mention was made of the
other stories. Relegated to the second rank,
they passed without notice. From his first bat-
tle, Maupassant was master of the field in lit-
erature.

At once the entire press took him up and
said what was appropriate regarding the bud-
ding celebrity. Biographers and reporters
sought information concerning his life. As it
was very simple and perfectly straightforward,
they resorted to invention. And thus it is that
at the present day Maupassant appears to us
like one of those ancient heroes whose origin
and death are veiled in mystery.

I will not dwell on Guy de Maupassant’s
younger days. His relatives, his old friends,
he himself, here and there in his works, have
furnished us in their letters enough valuable
revelations and touching remembrances of the
years preceding his literary debut. His wor-
thy biographer, H. Edouard Maynial, after col-
lecting intelligently all the writings, condens-
ing and comparing them, has been able to give
us some definite information regarding that
early period.

I will simply recall that he was born on the
sth of August, 1850, near Dieppe, in the castle
of Miromesnil which he describes in Une Vie.

Maupassant, like Flaubert, was a Norman,
through his mother, and through his place of
birth he belonged to that strange and adven-
turous race, whose heroic and long voyages on
tramp trading ships he liked to recall. And
just as the author of “Education sentimentale”
seems to have inherited in the paternal line the
shrewd realism of Champagne, so de Maupas-
sant appears to have inherited from his Lor-
raine ancestors their indestructible discipline
and cold lucidity.

His childhood was passed at Etretat, his
beautiful childhood; it was there that his in-
stincts were awakened in the unfoldment of
his prehistoric soul. Years went by in an ec-
stasy of physical happiness. The delight of run-
ning at full speed through fields of gorse, the
charm of voyages of discovery in hollows and
ravines, games beneath the dark hedges, a pas-
sion for going to sea with the fishermen and,
on nights when there was no moon, for dream-
ing on their boats ofimaginary voyages.

Mme. de Maupassant, who had guided her
son’s early reading, and had gazed with him
at the sublime spectacle of nature, put, off as
long as possible the hour of separation. One
day, however, she had to take the child to the
litctle seminary at Yvetot. Later, he became a
student at the college at Rouen, and became
a litcrary corrcspondcnt of Louis Bouilhet. It
was at the latter’s house on those Sundays in
winter when the Norman rain drowned the
sound of the bells and dashed against the win-
dow panes that the school boy learned to write
poetry.

Vacation took the rhetorician back to the
north of Normandy. Now it was shooting at
Saint Julien I'Hospitalier, across fields, bogs,
and through the woods. From that time on
he sealed his pact with the earth, and those
“deep and delicate roots” which attached him
to his native soil began to grow. It was of
Normandy, broad, fresh and virile, that he
would prcscntly demand his inspiration, fer-
vent and eager as a boy’s love; it was in her
that he would take refuge when, weary of life,
he would implore a truce, or when he simply
wished to work and revive his energies in old-
time joys. It was at this time that was born in
him that voluptuous love of the sea, which in
later days could alone withdraw him from the
world, calm him, console him.

In 1870 he lived in the country, then he
came to Paris to live; for, the family fortunes
having dwindled, he had to look for a position.
For several years he was a clerk in the Ministry
of Marine, where he turned over musty papers,
in the uninteresting company of the clerks of
the admiralty.

Then he went into the department of Pub-
lic Instruction, where bureaucratic servility is
less intolerable. The daily duties are certainly
scarcely more onerous and he had as chiefs, or
colleagues, Xavier Charmes and Leon Dierx,
Henry Roujon and Rene Billotte, but his of-
fice looked out on a beautiful melancholy gar-
den with immense plane trees around which
black circles of crows gathered in winter.

Maupassant made two divisions of his
spare hours, one for boating, and the other
for literature. Every evening in spring, ev-
ery free day, he ran down to the river whose
mysterious current veiled in fog or sparkling
in the sun called to him and bewitched him.
In the islands in the Seine between Chatou
and Port-Marly, on the banks of Sartrouville
and Triel he was long noted among the pop-
ulation of boatmen, who have now vanished,
for his unwearying biceps, his cynical gaiety
of good—fellowship, his unfailing practical
jokes, his broad witticisms. Sometimes he
would row with frantic speed, free and joyous,
through the glowing sunlight on the stream;
sometimes, he would wander along the coast,
questioning the sailors, chatting with the
ravageurs, or junk gatherers, or stretched at
full length amid the irises and tansy he would
lie for hours watching the frail insects that
play on the surface of the stream, water spi-
ders, or white butterflies, dragon flies, chasing
each other amid the willow leaves, or frogs
asleep on the lily-pads.

The rest of his life was taken up by his
work. Without ever becoming despondent,
silent and persistent, he accumulated manuscripi
poetry, criticisms, plays, romances and novels.
Every week he docilely submitted his work
to the great Flaubert, the childhood friend of
his mother and his uncle Alfred Le Poittevin.
The master had consented to assist the young
man, to reveal to him the secrets that make
chefs-d'oeuvre immortal. It was he who com-
pelled him to make copious research and to
use direct observation and who inculcated in
him a horror of vulgarity and a contempt for
facility.

Maupassant himself tells us of those severe
initiations in the Rue Murillo, or in the tent
at Croisset; he has recalled the implacablc di-
dactics of his old master, his tender brutality,
the paternal advice of his generous and candid
heart. For seven years Flaubert slashed, pulver-
ized, the awkward attempts of his pupil whose
success remained uncertain.

Suddenly, in a flight of spontanecous per-
fection, he wrote Boule de Suif. His master’s
joy was great and overwhelming. He died two
months later.

Until the end Maupassant remained illu-
minated by the reflection of the good, van-
ished giant, by that touching reflection that
comes from the dead to those souls they
have so profoundly stirred. The worship of
Flaubert was a religion from which nothing
could distract him, neither work, nor glory,
nor slow moving waves, nor balmy nights.

At the end of his short life, while his mind
was still clear: he wrote to a friend: “I am al-
ways thinking of my poor Flaubert, and T say
to myself that I should like to die if T were sure
that anyone would think of me in the same
manner.”

During these long years of his novitiate
Maupassant had entered the social litcrary
circles.  He would remain silent, preoccu-
pied; and if anyone, astonished at his silence,
asked him about his plans he answered simply:
“I am lcarning my trade.” However, under
the pseudonym of Guy de Valmont, he had
sent some articles to the newspapers, and,
later, with the approval and by the advice of
Flaubert, he published, in the “Republique
des Lettres,” poems signed by his name.

These poems, overflowing with sensuality,
where the hymn to the Earth describes the
transports of physical possession, where the
impatience of love expresses itself in loud
melancholy appeals like the calls of animals
in the spring nights, are valuable chiefly inas-
much as they reveal the creature of instinct,
the fawn escaped from his native forests, that
Maupassant was in his carly youth. But they
add nothing to his glory. They are the “rhymes
of a prose writer” as Jules Lemaitre said. To
mould the expression of his thought according
to the strictest laws, and to “narrow it down”
to some extent, such was his aim. Following
the example of one of his comrades of Medan,
being readily carried away by precision of style
and the rhythm of sentences, by the imperi-
ous rule of the ballad, of the pantoum or the
chant royal, Maupassant also desired to write
in metrical lines. However, he never liked
this collection that he often regretted having
published. His encounters with prosody had
left him with that monotonous weariness that
the horseman and the fencer feel after a period
in the riding school, or a bout with the foils.

Such, in very broad lines, is the story of
Maupassant’s literary apprcnticcship.

The day following the publication of
“Boule de Suif)” his reputation began to grow
rapidly. The quality of his story was unrivalled,
but at the same time it must be acknowledged
that there were some who, for the sake of dis-
cussion, desired to place a young reputation
in opposition to the triumphant brutality of
Zola.

From this time on, Maupassant, at the
solicitation of the entire press, set to work
and wrote story after story. His talent, free
from all influences, his individuality, are not
disputed for a moment. With a quick step,
steady and alert, he advanced to fame, a fame
of which he himself was not aware, but which
was so universal, that no contemporary au-
thor during his life ever experienced the same.
The “meteor” sent out its light and its rays
were prolonged without limit, in article after
article, volume on volume.

He was now rich and famous . . . He
is esteemed all the more as they believe him
to be rich and happy. But they do not know
that this young fellow with the sunburnt face,
thick neck and salient muscles whom they
invariably compare to a young bull at liberty,
and whose love affairs they whisper, is ill, very
ill. At the very moment that success came
to him, the malady that never afterwards left
him came also, and, seated motionless at his
side, gazed at him with its threatening coun-
tenance. He suffered from terrible headaches,
followed by nights of insomnia. He had ner-
vous attacks, which he soothed with narcotics
and anesthetics, which he used freely. His
sight, which had troubled him at intervals, be-
came affected, and a celebrated oculist spoke
of abnormality, asymetry of the pupils. The
famous young man trembled in secret and was
haunted by all kinds of terrors.

The reader is charmed at the saneness of
this revived art and yet, here and there, he
is surprised to discover, amid descriptions of
nacure that are full of humanity, disquieting
flights towards the supernatural, distressing
conjurations, veiled at first, of the most com-
monplacc, the most vertiginous shuddcring
fits of fear, as old as the world and as eter-
nal as the unknown. But, instead of being
alarmed, he thinks that the author must be
gifted with infallible intuition to follow out
thus the taints in his characters, even through
their most dangerous mazes. The reader does
not know that these hallucinations which
he describes so minutely were experienced
by Maupassant himself; he does not know
that the fear is in himself, the anguish of fear
“which is not caused by the presence of danger,
or of inevitable death, but by certain abnor-
mal conditions, by certain mysterious influ-
ences in presence of vague dangers,” the “fear
of fear, the dread of that horrible sensation of
incomprehensible terror.”

How can one explain these physical suf-
fcrings and this morbid distress that were
known for some time to his intimates alone?
Alas! the explanation is only too simple. All
his life, consciously or unconsciously, Maupas-
sant fought this malady, hidden as yet, which
was latent in him.

As his malady began to take a more def-
inite form, he turned his steps towards the
south, only visiting Paris to see his physicians
and publishers. In the old port of Antibes
beyond the causeway of Cannes, his yache, Bel
Ami, which he cherished as a brother, lay at
anchor and awaited him. He took it to the
white cities of the Genoese Gulf, towards the
palm trees of Hyeres, or the red bay trees of
Antheor.

After several tragic weeks in which, from
instinct, he made a desperate fight, on the 1st
of January, 1892, he felt he was hopelessly van-
quished, and in a moment of supreme clear-
ness of intellect, like Gerard de Nerval, he at-
tempted suicide. Less fortunate than the au-
thor of Sylvia, he was unsuccessful. But his
mind, henceforth “indifferent to all unhappi-
ness,” had entered into eternal darkness.

He was taken back to Paris and placcd in
Dr. Meuriot’s sanatorium, where, after eigh—
teen months of mechanical existence, the “me-

teor” quietly passed away.
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THE COLONEL'S IDEAS

“UPON MY WORD,” said Colonel Laporte, “al-
though I am old and gouty, my legs as stiff
as two pieces of wood, yet if a pretty woman
were to tell me to go through the eye of a nee-
dle, I believe I should take a jump at it, like a
clown through a hoop. I shall die like tha; it
is in the blood. I am an old beau, one of the
old school, and the sight of a woman, a pretty
woman, stirs me to the tips of my toes. There!

“We are all very much alike in France in
this respect; we still remain knights, knights
of love and fortune, since God has been abol-
ished whose bodyguard we really were. But
nobody can ever get woman out of our hearts;
there she is, and there she will remain, and we
love her, and shall continue to love her, and
go on committing all kinds of follies on her
account as long as there is a France on the map
of Europe; and even if France were to be wiped
off the map, there would always be Frenchmen
left.

“When I am in the presence of a woman,
of a pretty woman, I feel capable of anything.
By Jove! when I feel her looks penetrating me,
her confounded looks which set your blood on
fire, I should like to do I don’t know what; to
fight a duel, to have a row, to smash the furni-
ture, in order to show that I am the strongest,
the bravest, the most daring and the most de-
voted of men.

“But I am not the only one, certainly nog;
the whole French army is like me, I swear to
you. From the common soldier to the general,
we all start out, from the van to the rear guard,
when there is a woman in the case, a pretty
woman. Do you remember what Joan of Arc
made us do formerly? Come. I will make a bet
that if a pretty woman had taken command of
the army on the eve of Sedan, when Marshal
MacMahon was wounded, we should have bro-
ken through the Prussian lines, hy Jove! and
had a drink out of their guns.

“It was not a Trochu, but a Sainte-Genevieve,
who was needed in Paris; and I remember a
lictle anecdote of the war which proves that
we are capable of everything in presence of a
woman.

“I was a captain, a simple captain, at the
time, and I was in command of a detachment
of scouts, who were retreating through a dis-
trict which swarmed with Prussians. We were
surrounded, pursued, tired out and half dead
with fatigue and hunger, but we were bound to
reach Bar-sur-Tain before the morrow, other-
wise we should be shot, cut down, massacred.
I do not know how we managed to escape so
far. However, we had ten leagues to go dur-
ing the night, ten leagues through the night,
ten leagues through the snow, and with empty
stomachs, and I thought to myself:

“It is all over; my poor devils of fellows
will never be able to do it

“We had eaten nothing since the day be-
fore, and the whole day long we remained hid-
den in a barn, huddled close together, so as
not to feel the cold so much, unable to speak
or even move, and sleeping by fits and starts,
as one does when worn out with fatigue.

“Tt was dark by five o’clock, that wan dark-
ness of the snow, and I shook my men. Some of
them would not get up; they were almost inca-
pable of moving or of standing upright; their
joints were stiff from cold and hungcr.

“Before us there was a large expanse of flat,
bare country; the snow was still falling like
a curtain, in large, white flakes, which con-
cealed everything under a thick, frozen cover-
let, a coverlet of frozen wool One might have
thought that it was the end of the world.

“Come, my lads, let us start.

“They looked at the thick white flakes that
were coming down, and they seemed to think:
‘We have had enough of this; we may just as
well die here!” Then I took out my revolver
and said:

“I will shoot the first man who flinches.
And so they set off, but very slowly, like men
whose legs were of very little use to them, and
I sent four of them three hundred yards ahead
to scout, and the others followed pell-mell,
Walking at random and without any order. I
put the strongest in the rear, with orders to
quicken the pace of the sluggards with the
points of their bayonets in the back.

“The snow seemed as if it were going to
bury us alive; it powdered our kepis and cloaks
without melting, and made phantoms of us, a
kind ofspeetres of dead, weary soldiers. T said
to myself: “We shall never get out of this ex-
cept by a, miracle’

“Sometimes we had to stop for a few min-
utes, on account of those who could not fol-
low us, and then we heard nothing except the
falling snow, that vague, almost undiscernible
sound made by the falling flakes. Some of the
men shook themselves, others did not move,
and so I gave the order to set off again. They
shouldered their rifles, and with weary feet we
resumed our march, when suddenly the scouts
fell back. Something had alarmed them; they
had heard voices in front of them. 1 sent for-
ward six men and a sergeant and waited.

“All at once a shrill cry, a woman’s cry,
pierced through the heavy silence of the snow,
and in a few minutes they brought back two
prisoners, an old man and a girl7 whom 1
questioned in a low voice. They were escaping
from the Prussians, who had occupied their
house during the evening and had got drunk.
The father was alarmed on his daughter’s ac-
count, and, without even telling their servants,
they had made their escape in the darkness. 1
saw immediately that they belonged to the
better class. I invited them to accompany us,
and we started off again, the old man who
knew the road acting as our guide.

“It had ceased snowing, the stars appeared
and the cold became intense. The girl, who
was leaning on her facher’s arm, walked un-
steadily as though in pain, and several times
she murmured:

“T have no feeling at all in my feet’; and I
suffered more than she did to see that poor lit-
tle woman dragging herself like that through
the snow. But suddenly she stopped and said:

“‘Father, I am so tired that I cannot go any
further”

“The old man wanted to carry her, but he
could not even lift her up, and she sank to
the ground with a deep sigh. We all gathered
round her, and, as for me, I stamped my foot
in perplexity, not knowing what to do, and be-
ing unwilling to abandon that man and girl
like that, when suddenly one of the soldiers, a
Parisian whom they had nicknamed Pratique,
said:

“Come, comrades, we must carry the
young lady, otherwise we shall not show our-
selves Frenchmen, confound it!"

“I really believe that I swore with pleasure.
‘That is very good of you, my children, I said;
‘and I will take my share of the burden’

“We could indistinctly see, through the
darkness, the trees of a little wood on the
left. Several of the men went into it, and soon
came back with a bundle of branches made
into a liccer.

“Who will lend his cape? It is for a pretty
girl, comrades, Pratique said, and ten cloaks
were thrown to him. In a moment the girl was
lying, warm and comfortable, among them,
and was raised upon six shoulders. T placed
mysclfat their head, on the right, well pleased
with my position.

“We started off much more briskly, as if
we had had a drink of wine, and I even heard
some jokes. A woman is quite enough to elec-
trify Frenchmen, you see. The soldiers, who
had become cheerful and warm, had almost
reformed their ranks, and an old ‘franc-tireur’
who was following the litter, waiting for his
turn to replace the first of his comrades who
might give out, said to one of his neighbors,
loud enough for me to hear: “I am not ayoung
man now, but by —, there is nothing like the
women to put courage into you!’

“We went on, almost without stopping,
until three o’clock in the morning, when sud-
denly our scouts fell back once more, and soon
the whole detachment showed nothing but a
vague shadow on the ground, as the men lay
on the snow. | gave my orders in a low voice,
and heard the harsh, metallic sound of the
Coeking, of rifles. For there, in the middle
of the plain, some strange object was moving
about. It looked like some enormous animal
running about, now stretching out like a ser-
pent, now coiling itself into a ball, darting
to the right, then to the left, then stopping,
and presently starting off again. But presently
that wandering shape came nearer, and I saw
a dozen lancers at full gallop, one behind the
other. They had lost their way and were trying
to find it.

“They were so near by that time that I
could hear the loud breathing of their horses,
the clinking of their swords and the creaking
of their saddles, and cried: ‘Fire!’

“Fifty rifle shots broke the stillness of the
night, then there were four or five reports, and
at last one single shot was heard, and when
the smoke had cleared away, we saw that the
twelve men and nine horses had fallen. Three
of the animals were galloping away at a furious
pace, and one of them was dragging the dead
body of its rider, which rebounded Violently
from the ground; his foot had caught in the
stirrup.

“One of the soldiers behind me gave a ter-
rible laugh and said: “There will be some wid-
ows there!’

“Perhaps he was married. A third added:
‘It did not take long!’

“A head emerged from the litter.

““What is the matter? she asked; ‘are you
fighting?’

“It is nothing, mademoiselle, I replied;
‘we have got rid of a dozen Prussians!’

“Poor fellows!” she said. But as she was
cold, she quickly disappeared beneath the
cloaks again, and we started off once more.
We marched on for a long time, and at last the
sky began to grow lighter. The snow became
quite clear, luminous and glistening, and a
rosy tint appeared in the east. Suddenly a
voice in the distance cried:

““Who goes there?’

“The whole detachment halted, and 1
advanced to give the countersign. We had
reached the French lines, and, as my men
defiled before the outpost, a commandant on
horseback, whom I had informed of what had
taken place, asked in a sonorous voice, as he
saw the litter pass him: ‘What have you in
there?

“And immediately a small head covered
with light hair appeared, dishevelled and smil-
ing, and replied:

““It is I, monsieur.

“At this the men raised a hearty laugh,
and we felt quite light-hearted, while Pra-
tique, who was walking by the side of the
licter, waved his kepi and shouted:

“Vive la France!” And I felt really affected.
I do not know why, except that I thought it a
pretty and gallant thing to say.

“It seemed to me as if we had just saved
the whole of France and had done something
that other men could not have done, some-
thing simple and really patriotic. [ shall never
forget thar lictle face, you may be sure; and
if I had to give my opinion about abolishing
drums, trumpets and bugles, I should propose
to replace them in every regiment by a pretty
girl, and that would be even better than play-
ing the ‘Marseillaise: By Jove! it would put
some spirit into a trooper to have a Madonna
like that, a live Madonna, by the colonel’s
side”

He was silent for a few moments and then
continued, with an air of conviction, and nod-
ding his head:

“All the same, we are very fond of women,

we Frenchmen!”
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MOTHER SAUVAGE

/7S IFTEEN YEARS HAD passed since T was

g§5 at Virelogne. I returned there in the

> autumn to shoot with my friend Ser-

val, who had at last rebuilt his chateau, which
the Prussians had destroyed.

I loved that district. It is one of those
delightful spots which have a sensuous charm
for the eyes. You love it with a physical love.
We, whom the country enchants, keep tender
memories of certain springs, certain woods,
certain pools, certain hills seen very often
which have stirred us like joyful events. Some-
times our thoughts turn back to a corner in
a forest, or the end of a bank, or an orchard
filled with flowers, seen but a single time on
some bright day, yet remaining in our hearts
like the image of certain women met in the
street on a spring morning in their light, gauzy
dresses, leaVing in soul and body an unsatisfied
desire which is not to be forgotten, a feeling
that you have just passed by happiness.

At Virelogne I loved the whole country-
side, dotted with little woods and crossed by
brooks which sparkled in the sun and looked
like veins carrying blood to the earth. You
fished in them for crawfish, trout and eels. Di-
vine happiness! You could bathe in places and
you often found snipe among the high grass
which grew along the borders of these small
water courses.

[ was stepping along light as a goat, watch-
ing my two dogs running ahead of me, Serval,
a hundred metres to my right, was beating a
field of Tucerne. I turned round by the thicket
which forms the boundary of the wood of San-
dres and I saw a cottage in ruins.

Suddenly I remembered it as I had seen it
the last time, in 1869, neat, covered with vines,
with chickens before the door. What is sadder
than a dead house, with its skeleton standing
bare and sinister?

I also recalled that inside its doors, after
a very tiring day, the good woman had given
me a glass of wine to drink and that Serval
had told me the history of its pcoplc. The fa-
ther, an old poacher, had been killed by the
gendarmes. The son, whom I had once seen,
was a tall, dry fellow who also passed for a
fierce slayer of game. People called them “Les
Sauvage.”

Was that a name or a nickname?

I called to Serval. He came up with his
long strides like a crane.

I asked him:

“What’s become of those people?”

This was his story:

When war was declared the son Sauvage,
who was then thirty-three years old, enlisted,
leaving his mother alone in the house. People
did not pity the old woman very much because
she had money; they knew it.

She remained entirely alone in that iso-
lated dwclling, so far from the Villagc, on
the edge of the wood. She was not afraid,
however, being of the same strain as the men
folk-a hardy old woman, tall and thin, who
seldom laughed and with whom one never
jested. The women of the fields laugh but
lictle in any case, that is men’s business. But
they themselves have sad and narrowed hearts,
leading a melancholy, gloomy life. The peas-
ants imbibe a little noisy merriment at the
tavern, but their helpmates always have grave,
stern countenances. The muscles of their faces
have never learned the motions of laughter.

Mother Sauvage continued her ordinary
existence in her cottage, which was soon cov-
ered by the snows. She came to the village
once a week to get bread and a little meat.
Then she returned to her house. As there was
talk of wolves, she went out with a gun upon
her shoulder-her son’s gun, rusty and with the
butt worn by the rubbing of the hand-and she
was a strange sight, the tall “Sauvage,” a liccle
bent, going with slow strides over the snow,
the muzzle of the piece extending beyond the
black headdress, which confined her head and
imprisoned her white hair, which no one had
ever seen.

One day a Prussian force arrived. It was
billeted upon the inhabitants, according to
the property and resources of each. Four were
allotted to the old woman, who was known to
be rich.

They were four great fellows with fair
complexion, blond beards and blue eyes, who
had not grown thin in spite of the fatigue
which they had endured already and who also,
though in a conquered country, had remained
kind and gentle. Alone with this aged woman,
they showed themselves full of consideration,
sparing her, as much as they could, all expense
and fatigue. They could be seen, all four of
them, making their toilet at the well in their
shirt-sleeves in the gray dawn, splashing with
great swishes of water their pink—Whitc north-
ern skin, while La Mere Sauvage went and
came, preparing their soup. They would be
seen cleaning the kitchen, rubbing the tiles,
splitting wood, peeling potatoes, doing up
all the housework like four good sons around
their mother.

But the old woman thought always of her
own son, so tall and thin, with his hooked
nose and his brown eyes and his heavy mus-
tache which made a roll of black hair upon his
lip. She asked every day of each of the soldiers
who were installed beside her hearth: “Do you
know where the French marching regiment,
No. 23, was sent? My boy is in it.”

They invariably answered, “No, we don’t
know, don’t know a thing at all” And, un-
derstanding her pain and her uneasiness—they
who had mothers, too, there at home-they
rendered her a thousand little services. She
loved them well, moreover, her four enemies,
since the peasantry have no patriotic hatred;
that belongs to the upper class alone. The
humble, those who pay the most because
they are poor and because every new bur-
den crushes them down; those who are killed
in masses, who make the true cannon’s prey
because they are so many; those, in fine, who
suffer most cruelly the atrocious miseries of
war because they are the feeblest and offer
least resistance—they hardly understand at all
those bellicose ardors, that excitable sense of
honor or those pretended political combina-
tions which in six months exhaust two nations,
the conqueror with the conquered.

They said in the district, in speaking of the
Germans of La Mere Sauvage:

“There are four who have found a soft
place.”

Now, one morning, when the old woman
was alone in the house, she observed, far off on
the plain, a man coming toward her dwelling,
Soon she recognized him; it was the postman
to distribute the letters. He gave her a folded
paper and she drew out of her case the specta-
cles which she used for sewing. Then she read:

MADAME SAUVAGE: This letter is to tell

you sad news. Your boy Victor was killed

yesterday by a shell which almost cut him

in two. I was near by, as we stood next

cach other in the company, and he told me

about yOu and aSkCCl me to let yOu knOW

on the same day if anything happened to

him.

I took his watch, which was in his pocket,

to bring it back to you when the war is
done.

CESAIRE RIVOT,

Soldier of the 2d class, March. Reg. No.

23.

The letter was dated three weeks back.

She did not cry at all.  She remained
motionless, so overcome and stupefied that
she did not even suffer as yet. She thought:
“There’s Victor killed now.” Then little by lit-
tle the tears came to her eyes and the sorrow
filled her heart. Her thoughts came, one by
one, dreadful, torturing. She would never
kiss him again, her child, her big boy, never
again! The gendarmes had killed the father,
the Prussians had killed the son. He had been
cut in two by a cannon-ball. She seemed to see
the thing, the horrible thing: the head falling,
the eyes open, while he chewed the corner of
his big mustache as he always did in moments
of anger.

What had they done with his body after-
ward? If they had only let her have her boy
back as they had brought back her husband-
with the bullet in the middle of the forehead!

But she heard a noise of voices. It was the
Prussians returning from the village. She hid
her letter very quickly in her pocket, and she
received them quietly, with her ordinary face,
having had time to wipe her eyes.

They were laughing, all four, delighted,
for they brought with them a fine rabbit-
stolen, doubtless—and they made signs to the
old woman that there was to be something
good to east.

She set herself to work at once to prepare
breakfast, but when it came to killing the rab-
bit, her heart failed her. And yet it was not the
first. One of the soldiers struck it down with
a blow of his fist behind the ears.

The beast once dead, she skinned the red
body, but the sight of the blood which she was
touching, and which covered her hands, and
which she felt cooling and coagulating, made
her tremble from head to foot, and she kept
seeing her big boy cut in two, bloody, like this
still palpitating animal.

She sat down at table with the Prussians,
but she could not eat, not even a mouthful.
They devoured the rabbit without bothering
themselves about her. She looked at them side-
ways, without speaking, her face so impassive
that thcy pcrccivcd nothing.

All of a sudden she said: “I don’t even
know your names, and here’s a whole month
that we've been together.” They understood,
not without difﬁeulty, what she wanted, and
told their names.

That was not sufficient; she had them writ-
ten for her on a paper, with the addresses of
their families, and, resting her spectacles on
her great nose, she contemplated that scrange
handwriting, then folded the sheet and put it
in her pocket, on top of the letter which told
her of the death of her son.

When the meal was ended she said to the
men:

“I am going to work for you.”

And she began to carry up hay into the loft
where they slept.

'lhcy were astonished at her taking all
this trouble; she explained to them that thus
they would not be so cold; and they helped
her. They heaped the stacks of hay as high
as the straw roof, and in that manner they
made a sort of great chamber with four walls
of fodder, warm and perfumed, where they
should sleep splendidly.

At dinner one of them was worried to
see that La Mere Sauvage still ate nothing.
She told him that she had pains in her stom-
ach. Then she kindled a good fire to warm
herself, and the four Germans ascended to
their lodging—place by the ladder which served
them every night for this purpose.

As soon as they closed the trapdoor the
old woman removed the ladder, then opened
the outside door noiselessly and went back to
look for more bundles of straw, with which she
filled her kitchen. She went barefoot in the
snow, so softly that no sound was heard. From
time to time she listened to the sonorous and
unequal snoring of the four soldiers who were
fast asleep.

When she judged her preparations to be
sufficient, she threw one of the bundles into
the fireplace, and when it was alight she scat-
tered it over all the others. Then she went out-
side again and looked.

In a few seconds the whole interior of
the cottage was illumined with a brilliant
light and became a frightful brasier, a gigantic
fiery furnace, whose glare streamed out of the
narrow window and threw a glittering beam
upon the snow.

Then a great cry issued from the top of
the house; it was a clamor of men shouting
heartrending calls of anguish and of terror. Fi-
nally the trapdoor having given way, a whirl-
wind of fire shot up into the loft, pierced the
straw roof, rose to the sky like the immense
flame of a torch, and all the cottage flared.

Nothing more was heard therein but the
crackling of the fire, the cracking of the walls,
the falling of the rafters. Suddenly the roof
fell in and the burning carcass of the dwelling
hurled a great plume of sparks into the air,
amid a cloud of smoke.

The country, all white, lit up by the fire,
shone like a cloth of silver tinted with red.

A bell, far off, began to toll.

The old “Sauvage” stood before her ruined
dwelling, armed with her gun, her son’s gun,
for fear one of those men might escape.

When she saw that it was ended, she threw
her weapon into the brasier. A loud report fol-
lowed.

People were coming, the peasants, the
Prussians.

They found the woman secated on the
trunk of a tree, calm and satisfied.

A German officer, but speaking French
like a son of France, demanded:

“Where are your soldiers?”

She reached her bony arm toward the
red heap of fire which was almost out and
answered with a strong voice:

“There!”

They crowded round her. The Prussian
asked:

“How did it take fire?”

“It was I who set it on fire.”

They did not believe her, they thought that
the sudden disaster had made her crazy. While
all pressed round and listened, she told the
story from beginning to end, from the arrival
of the letter to the last shriek of the men who
were burned with her house, and never omit-
ted a detail.

When she had finished, she drew two
pieces of paper from her pocket, and, in order
to distinguish them by the last gleams of the
fire, she again adjusted her spectacles. Then
she said, showing one:

“That, that is the death of Victor.” Show-
ing the other, she added, indicating the red ru-
ins with a bend of the head: “Here are their
names, so that you can write home.” She qui-
etly held a sheet of paper out to the officer,
who held her by the shoulders, and she contin-
ued:

“You must write how it happened, and you
must say to their mothers that it was I who
did that, Victoire Simon, la Sauvage! Do not
forget.”

The officer shouted some orders in Ger-
man. They seized her, they threw her against
the walls of her hous