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Like countless others, all over the world, I have read and re-read Henri Charriere’s Papillon several times and each time, I have never failed to be just as enthralled as I was during my first reading of his spellbinding story. I can vividly remember that first time too. Working under the scorching sun of a Cypriot summer, a work colleague let me read his battered copy, and so well- thumbed through had it been, that in order to keep the curled pages from falling out, I resorted to binding it back together with strips of ugly brown parcel tape, ruining the butterfly and padlock-adorned cover in the process. I am surely not alone in having exclaimed a loud “No!” when I reached the part of the story when Papi decided to leave his Indians and risk recapture.

Published in 1969, Papillon garnered even more readers when in 1973, and again in 2017, it was made into a movie starring big Hollywood names. Like with most book adaptations – for me anyway, who had lived and breathed Papillon several times over, devouring Charriere’s every word - I remember feeling disappointed by the movie.

Patrick O’Brian’s, in places clunky translation, chose the language of American gangsters of the day, which to me, sometimes spoiled the flow and reality of the story. Despite the books having being written thirty-one years apart, I found no such clunkiness with Preston Rambo’s clever translation of Rene Belbenoit’s Dry Guillotine, which flows effortlessly as though it were written yesterday.

According to Patrick O’Brian, Papillon’s translator, the then 62 year old Charriere, read a book about the adventures of a former French prostitute Albertine Sarrazin, whose best selling book – L’Astragale, about her exploits on the run having escaped from detention - he’d found in a French book shop in Venezuela. L’Astragale, according to the front cover, had sold 123,000 copies, and seeing this, Charriere said, ‘That’s pretty good, but if that chick just going from hideout to hideout with that broken bone of hers could sell 123,000 copies, why, with my thirty years of adventures, I’ll sell three times as many.’  And with that, he went out and bought a handful of school exercise books and began furiously writing. Incidentally, if you enjoy that genre, L’Astragale is well worth a read. 

Three things connect these two authors – brutal exile, escapes and butterflies. Rene Belbenoit took his net into the forests and caught the much sought-after blue Morpho butterflies. He mounted their huge blue iridescent wings and sold them to collectors, prison guards and administrative staff in French Guiana. One particular sale was to be crucial in financing an escape. Henri Charriere, on the other hand, had a butterfly tattooed on his chest, giving rise, among those in the Paris underworld, to his being given the nickname of “Papillon,” and later, to be his choice of title for his book. 

Around twenty-five years ago, while searching the Internet for similar tales to that written by Charriere, I happened across an old jacketless hard backed copy of a 1938 Dry Guillotine. It had been very reasonably priced and having read the blurb, I ordered it immediately. Should you be lucky enough to find such a copy today, you wouldn’t get much change out of $150 and it isn’t available as an eBook either – most likely because it is still short of the few years legally required to make it a public domain book, thus available to all and sundry to scan and republish. This doesn’t mean that with a bit of research it can’t be found as a reprint, because new paperback versions of it do exist, sailing legally in my opinion anyway, a bit too close to the wind.

A quarter of a century ago, when my 1938 copy of Dry Guillotine arrived with a satisfying thud onto my London doormat, I eagerly unwrapped it to find roughly-cut and slightly uneven pages, with the top outside edge still bearing the faded remnants of what must have been the bright red ink that printers used to daub the edges of their book pages with back then. It almost looked hand crafted and the smell of the pages was the stuff of legend. I imagine that only lovers of fine vintage wines experience the same sensory pleasures that such smells conjure up. The naive drawings that intermittently grace the inside of the book, were all drawn by Belbenoit’s fellow convicts in the French penal colony of Guiana and despite their rudimentary appearance, immediately bring Belbenoit’s story to life in all of its tortuous and perilous glory.

As I read Dry Guillotine for the first time, it began to dawn on me, that much of Belbenoit’s story was strangely familiar. This was because by then, over the years, I must have read Papillon three times and so knew the story inside out.

Having just re-read Dry Guillotine for the second time, and once again lost myself in the musty smell of its eighty-eight year old pages, it was as if I were reading it for the first time. Apart from a few small segments that my old mind just about remembered, the experience remained as new and refreshing as it was the very first time I devoured it.

It was after I’d put it down, that I became more interested in the stories of both Charriere and Belbenoit and I set about delving deeper into the mosquito-infested swamps, jungles, waterlogged mangroves and squalid, sweaty blockhouses inside which convicts of French Guiana were often chained. It was what I discovered, that prompted me to dig out my pristine new copy of Papillon, festoon it with yellow sticky notes, and collate this study. I hope that it will be enjoyed by aficionados of Papillon and might even tempt them to seek out their own battered old copies of Dry Guillotine, because Belbenoit’s tale is one that all adventurers - armchair or actual – will enjoy. For those readers not yet familiar with Rene Belbenoit’s tale, I have endeavoured to prevent too much in the way of spoilers leaking out.

I should add, that in writing what could be loosely termed as a comparison between the two books, it has not in any way been my intention to denigrate Charriere’s Papillon, but rather to pique the interest of his thirteen million plus followers, so that they too might seek out Rene Belbenoit’s story.

French Guiana Penal Colony – A Potted History
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French Guiana was founded in 1626. It flourished for two hundred years until in 1848; slavery was abolished. The plantations collapsed, causing freed African slaves to disappear into the South American jungle and refuse to work.

Colonial authorities changed tack and imported four boatloads of Orientals from French Indo-China. The new arrivals however, rather than work on the vacated plantations as had been hoped by the French authorities, set up small stores to exploit what commerce there was at the time. With the Orientals unwilling to work the plantations, the situation deteriorated.

It had been under the rule of Napoleon the Third, that the idea had come up to replace the freed slaves with white labour and in 1852, convicts from France were sent to Guiana and a penal colony was established. By the time Rene Belbenoit penned Dry Guillotine, he noted that French Guiana, as a colony was not a lot to behold, being as he put it, “in complete ruin.”

In 1852, three hundred and fifty-four convicts were transported to the colony and by the time Belbenoit and later, Charriere languished there, the total number had passed fifty-six thousand. At first, for many years after the first transportations, the convicts served their term of forced labour and returned to France.

Back then, there had still been a great deal of interest in the colony and so the idea was born that having already been there, the convicts, at the end of their sentence, could be persuaded to stay on. Marriages between the existing colonists and the freed convicts; hopefully followed by children, were anticipated by the powers back in France. The colony, they reasoned, would become settled by, “strong hard men.” 

Another bright idea back in France had been the adding of a new accessory penalty – that of doublage (doubling), to the statutes of the penal code. With that, the further detention of freed convicts became a fait accompli because it stipulated that a freed convict had to serve a period of exile equal to his original sentence, during which time he would be referred to as a libere.

Some convicts who had gained libere status, but had been sentenced to eight years or more were known as relegues, (relegated persons). These ex-convicts were forced into permanent exile, with any attempt at leaving French Guiana punished with more prison time when they were inevitably caught. Some may have started out with a sentence of less than eight years, but with extra time added on - often by malicious guards for alleged misbehaviour – such as talking back, or escape attempts, a total of eight years was easily achievable. Ultimately, in Belbenoit’s case, his original sentence was practically doubled and he became a relegue into the bargain.

Relegues in French Guiana came into being through a policy that aimed to remove habitual criminals from mainland France, reduce overcrowding in domestic prisons, and as mentioned earlier, to populate the colony with settlers. Relegues didn’t necessarily originate from the penal colony either, rather; they could also be undesirables that having served their sentences in French prisons were exiled to French Guiana for the rest of their lives.

Relegues would be given work in the penitentiary's service departments as masons, carpenters or blacksmiths and such like, and most lived in makeshift settlements that were subject to strict disciplinary rules. They could, at any time, be returned to prison for any perceived misconduct. Not only were relegues exiles, but also, for the first ten years after being released, they weren’t allowed to live in Cayenne, meaning that they were for all intents and purposes, banished to the interior where they would have to fend for themselves in villages and the surrounding jungle. As a result, very few relegues were able to live successful lives or return to France and most died from disease or the generally brutal conditions under which they lived and worked.

The trouble with the French idea of populating French Guiana with
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