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Chapter One

I am sure to incur a good deal of reproach. But what am I to do? Is it my fault that I celebrated my twelfth birthday a few months before war was declared? The disturbance I experienced during that extraordinary period was probably of a kind never given to a boy of that age; but since nothing has the power to age us, despite appearances to the contrary, it was as a child that I had to conduct myself in an adventure that might well have disconcerted a man. I am not alone in this. My school-friends will retain a memory of that time quite different from that of their elders. Let those who are already reproaching me try to imagine what the war meant for so many of us very young boys – four years of holiday.

We lived at F., on the banks of the Marne.

My parents disapproved of friendships between the sexes. But our sensuality, which is born with us, though for a time it remains dormant, was aroused rather than quelled by their disapproval.

I have never been a dreamer. What appears dream to others more credulous than I seems to me to be as real as cheese to a cat – in spite of the glass that covers it. Yet the glass does exist.

If the glass breaks, the cat takes advantage, even if it is his master who breaks it and cuts his hand in the process.

Up to the age of twelve I had no sweetheart except a little girl called Carmen to whom I sent a love-letter by a younger boy. Pleading love as my excuse, I took the liberty of requesting a meeting. She received my letter in the morning, before going to school. I had picked out the only girl with whom I had anything in common – she was clean and went to school with a little sister, just as I did with my younger brother. To silence these two witnesses I thought of pairing them off as well. To my own letter I therefore added another from my brother, who could not yet write, to Mlle Fauvette. I explained my plan to my brother and expatiated on our good fortune at finding two sisters of our own ages, endowed with such unusual Christian names. I had the misfortune to discover that I had not been mistaken as to Carmen’s good breeding when, after lunching at home with my parents, who spoiled me and never scolded, I went back to school.

My class-mates were hardly in their desks – I, in my capacity as top boy, was stooping down to take out of the cupboard the books required for reading aloud – when the headmaster came in. The class rose to its feet. He had a letter in his hand. My legs gave way beneath me, the books fell and I set about picking them up as the headmaster talked to the teacher. The boys in the front rows were already turning round to look at my by now scarlet face because they had heard my name whispered. At last the headmaster called for me and as a subtle punishment, and also, he believed, to avoid putting mischievous thoughts into the minds of the other pupils, he congratulated me on having written a letter of twelve lines without a single mistake. He asked me if I had written it unaided, and requested me to accompany him to his office. We did not get so far. He reprimanded me in the school-yard, in the rain. What really disturbed my sense of morality was that he regarded with equal seriousness the fact that I had compromised the young lady’s honour (her parents had sent him my declaration of love) and that I had stolen a sheet of writing-paper. He threatened to return this sheet to my parents. I begged him not to do so. He acceded to my pleas, but told me that he would keep the letter, and that if I ever did such a thing again he would no longer be able to conceal my ill-conduct.

This mixture of boldness and timidity in me puzzled and deceived my parents, just as my facility at school, which was really nothing more than laziness, gave me a reputation as a good pupil.

I returned to the classroom. In an ironical tone of voice the master addressed me as Don Juan. I was extremely flattered by this, especially as he was alluding to a work that was familiar to me but not to my class-mates. His ‘Good afternoon, Don Juan’ and my knowing smile transformed the attitude of the class towards me. Perhaps they already knew that I had got a boy from the junior school to take a letter to a girl. This boy was called Messager; I hadn’t chosen him for his name, though to be frank it did strike me as being singularly appropriate.

At one o’clock I had begged the headmaster not to say anything to my father; at four, I was dying to tell him all about it. I was under no obligation to, of course; my confession could be ascribed to frankness. I knew my father would not be angry, so in actual fact I was delighted that he should learn of my prowess.

So I confessed, adding proudly that the headmaster and I had spoken in complete confidence (like two grown-ups) and that he had promised me that my secret would be safe with him. My father began to wonder whether I hadn’t made up the whole of this love story from beginning to end, and went to see the headmaster himself. During their conversation he made a passing reference to what he could only imagine to be a childish prank. ‘What!’ exclaimed the headmaster, astonished and extremely annoyed. ‘You mean he told you about it? But he begged me not to tell you! He said you would flay him alive!’

The headmaster told this lie in order to save face; for me it merely added to my self-esteem. It immediately won me the admiration of my class-mates and knowing winks from our teacher. The headmaster concealed his resentment. The poor fellow did not know what I knew: that my father had been so shocked by his handling of the affair that he had decided to take me away from the school at the end of the year. It was now the beginning of June. My mother, who did not want to spoil my chances of winning a prize, deferred the announcement until after the prize-giving. When the day finally arrived, I was the only pupil in my class to be awarded a gold medal. The headmaster, somewhat apprehensive as to the consequences of his lie, had tried to rectify his first mistake by another. His decision was unfair – the gold medal should, by rights, have gone to the same boy who had won the form-prize. It was also a miscalculation – the father of the boy who had won the form-prize also withdrew his son. The school thus lost its two best pupils.

Pupils such as us served as bait to attract others.

My mother thought I was too young to go to the Lycée Henri IV in Paris, by which she meant I was too young to travel by train. For two years I stayed at home and studied on my own.

I foresaw endless joys ahead of me. Since I was able to do in four hours what would have taken my former class-mates two days, I was left with more than half the day free. I walked alone along the banks of the Marne, which is so much ‘our’ river that my sisters would speak of the Seine as ‘a Marne’. I even clambered into my father’s boat, despite the fact that he had forbidden me to touch it. But I did not use the oars – and I never admitted to myself that I was afraid not just of disobeying my father, but simply afraid. I lay in the boat and read. In 1913 and 1914 I got through two hundred books. And not what might be called bad books; they might even have been considered the best, at least from a literary point of view, if not as training for a young mind. And later, at an age when adolescents are contemptuous of children’s stories, I acquired a taste for their innocent charm – though at the time of which I speak nothing could have induced me to read them.

The disadvantage of this alternation of recreation and work was that it turned the whole year into an artificial holiday. My daily stint of work was little enough, but as I worked for less time than the others I also had to work when they were on holiday. This ‘little enough’ was for me the cork that a cat is made to carry at the end of its tail during its whole life, whereas it would probably prefer to have a saucepan for a month.

The real holidays were approaching, but they hardly concerned me since they would mean no change in my way of life. The cat was still looking at the cheese under the glass. Then the war came – and the glass was broken. The master had other cats to whip and the cat celebrated his good fortune.

Indeed, everyone in France was celebrating. The children, prize-books in hand, crowded in front of the posters. The bad pupils took advantage of the confusion in their families.

Every day, after dinner, we would go to the station at J., two kilometres from where we lived, and watch the military trains go by. We carried bunches of bluebells and threw them to the soldiers. Women in overalls poured red wine into their canteens, spilling litres of it all over the flower-strewn platform. I remember it all as being rather like a fireworks display. Never was so much wine wasted, nor so many dead flowers. At home we had to deck the windows with bunting.

After a while we stopped going to J. My brothers and sisters began to grow tired of the war; they thought it had gone on for too long. It stopped them going to the sea-side. They were used to getting up late and because of the war they had to get up at six o’clock to get the papers. And that didn’t afford much amusement! But around the twentieth of August the hopes of these young monsters revived. After dinner, instead of leaving the table to the grown-ups, they stayed and listened to my father. He was talking about going away. But there would probably be no trains. They might have to travel a very long way by bicycle. My brothers teased my little sister. The wheels of her bicycle were only about fifteen inches in diameter. ‘You won’t be able to keep up. We’ll leave you behind,’ they said. My sister burst into tears. But what enthusiasm went into polishing and oiling those machines! Nothing was too much trouble. They even offered to repair mine. They rose at dawn to hear the latest news. There was general astonishment at this show of patriotism, but I discovered the real motives for it – a bicycle ride! All the way to the sea-side! And to a sea-side that was much further away and much more beautiful than the usual one. They would have burned down Paris to leave sooner. The terror of Europe had become their only hope.

But is the selfishness of children so very different from our own? In the country, in summer, we curse the rain, but farmers pray for it.








Chapter Two

A cataclysm is generally preceded by premonitory phenomena of some kind. The Austrian assassination and the storm over the Caillaux trial helped to spread an atmosphere that was particularly conducive to extravagance. Similarly, my first real memory of war preceded the war itself.

It happened like this.

My brothers and I used to make fun of one of our neighbours, a grotesque-looking dwarf of a fellow with a white goatee-beard and a cowl. He was called Maréchaud and was a local councillor. Everyone called him Old Maréchaud. Although he lived only next door we refused to acknowledge him when we saw him. Naturally enough this made him extremely angry and one day, unable to contain himself any longer, he rounded on us in the street: ‘So we don’t say good morning to a councillor any more, eh?’ We turned tail and ran. From that moment it was open war between us. But what could a local councillor do against us? On their way to and from school my brothers rang his bell. They were further emboldened in this by the fact that they had little to fear from the dog, who must have been as old as I was then.

The day before the Fourteenth of July 1914, as I was going out to meet my brothers, I was astonished to see a crowd of people gathered in front of the Maréchauds’ front gate. Their house was clearly visible at the end of a garden behind a few well pruned lime-trees. Apparently their young maid had gone mad and taken refuge on the roof. She had been there since two o’clock in the afternoon and refused to come down. Appalled by the scandal, the Maréchauds had closed their shutters. This of course emphasized the tragic appearance of the mad girl on the roof, since the house looked deserted. People were shouting abuse at her employers for doing nothing to rescue the unfortunate young woman. She was staggering about over the tiles, although she didn’t seem to be drunk. I would have liked to stay and watch, but our maid called us in. Mother said it was time we got on with our homework. If we didn’t come soon we wouldn’t be allowed to stay up for the celebrations. I went, inwardly cursing my misfortune and praying that the maid would still be on the roof when I went to meet my father at the station.

To my great relief she was still there, but the few people who passed on their way home from Paris were hurrying back for dinner so as not to miss the ball. They spared her only a brief glance and moved on.

In fact, as far as the maid was concerned, the whole afternoon had been nothing but a semi-public rehearsal. She was to make her début in the evening, in the usual way, with the Fourteenth of July illuminations as her footlights. She had not only those in the street but also those in the garden: despite their feigned absence, the Maréchauds had not dared to leave their garden unilluminated. Their position in the community demanded it. The fantastic aspect of this house of crime – on the roof of which, as on the deck of a dressed ship, a woman was pacing up and down, her hair floating in the wind – was considerably enhanced by the voice of the woman herself. It was guttural, almost inhuman and yet strangely gentle: it gave me gooseflesh to hear it.

The firemen of a small district as ours were ‘volunteers’, and had other business to attend to besides fires. So if there did happen to be a fire, the dairyman, the pastry-cook and the locksmith would come round at the end of their day’s work and put it out, if it had not by this time gone out of its own accord. Since the call-up, our firemen had also formed themselves into some mysterious kind of militia that effected exercises, manoeuvres and watch patrols. At last these worthies arrived on the scene and made their way through the crowd.

A woman came forward. She was the wife of a councillor – who happened to be an ardent opponent of Maréchaud. For some time she had been loudly bewailing the lot of the poor creature on the roof. She began giving the chief fireman instructions: ‘Treat her gently. Try to win her over with kindness. It’s what she is probably most in need of. The poor child can’t have known much happiness in that house. They beat her, you know. And if she’s afraid of being dismissed, if it’s the fear of losing her job that has made her act in this way, tell her that I’ll take her on myself and double her wages.’

This noisy expression of charitable sentiments drew a poor reception from the crowd. The woman was getting tiresome. What they wanted to see was a good chase over the roof. The firemen, six in number, climbed over the railings, surrounded the house and mounted their attack on all sides. But no sooner did one of them appear on the roof than the crowd, like children at a Punch and Judy show, began to bawl and shout, warning the victim of his approach.

‘Be quiet!’ cried the councillor’s wife. But this merely provoked more shouts of ‘There’s one! There’s one!’ from the audience. Hearing these cries, the demented creature on the roof began to arm herself with tiles and aimed one straight at the helmet of the first fireman to reach the top. The other five came down at once.

While the shooting-galleries, roundabouts and booths on the main square were complaining of the poor attendance – especially since this was a night when the takings should be particularly heavy – the more adventurous of the local lads had clambered over the railings and into the garden in order to get a better view of the show. I cannot remember what the mad creature said, but she spoke in the resigned, deeply sorrowful tones of someone who knows she is in the right and that everyone else is in the wrong. The local lads, who preferred this spectacle to the fair, wanted nonetheless to enjoy both. So, terrified lest the girl should be caught while they were away, some of them ran off to have a quick go on the roundabouts. The others, doubtless the less turbulent element, installed themselves on the branches of the lime-trees, for all the world as if they were watching the military review at Vincennes, and contented themselves with letting off a few Bengal lights and bangers.

One can imagine the feelings of the Maréchauds, locked up in their house in the midst of all this light and noise.

The councillor – the husband of the charitable lady – had climbed up on to the low wall that supported the railings and was delivering a speech about the infamous behaviour of the girl’s employers. He was duly applauded.

Thinking that it was meant for her, the mad girl acknowledged the acclamation of the crowd. But she still had a pile of tiles under each arm and did not hesitate to throw one whenever a helmet appeared over the edge of the roof. In her wild inhuman voice she thanked the crowd for having understood her at last. She made me think of
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