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Albert Camus was born in Algeria in 1913. He studied philosophy at the University of Algiers, then became a journalist, as well as organizing the Theatre de l’équipe, a young avant-garde dramatic group. His early essays were collected in L’Envers et l’endroit (The Wrong Side and the Right Side) and Noces (Nuptials). As a young man, he went to Paris, where he worked on the newspaper Paris Soir before returning to Algiers. His play, Caligula, appeared in 1939, while his first two important books, L’Etranger (The Outsider) and the philosophical essays collected in Le Mythe de Sisyphe (The Myth of Sisyphus), were published when he returned to Paris. After the occupation of France by the Germans in 1940, Camus became one of the intellectual leaders of the Resistance movement. He edited and contributed to the underground newspaper Combat, which he had helped to found. After the war, he devoted himself to writing and established an international reputation with such books as La Peste (The Plague) (1947), Les Justes (The Just) (1949) and La Chute (The Fall) (1956). During the late 1950s, Camus renewed his active interest in the theatre, writing and directing stage adaptations of William Faulkner’s Requiem for a Nun and Dostoyevsky’s The Possessed. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1957. Camus was killed in a road accident in 1960. His last novel, Le Premier Homme (The First Man), unfinished at the time of his death, appeared for the first time in 1994. An instant bestseller, the book received widespread critical acclaim, and has been translated and published in over thirty countries. Much of Camus’ work is available in Penguin.

David Hapgood was born and grew up in New York, and graduated from Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania. He is the author or co-author of several books, including The Murder of Napoleon and Monte Cassino. Hapgood has translated several works from the French including My Father’s House by Henri Troyat and The Totalitarian Temptation by Jean-François Revel, for which he won the Scott-Moncrieff translation prize.






Preface

The publishers of this translation have asked me for a more explanatory introduction than the one I wrote for the French edition. However, I must warn the reader that I am neither a writer, nor an academic, nor even an expert on Camus. I am just his daughter, and so I ask you to read this note with forbearance and to forgive any awkwardness in it.

Why publish this manuscript so long after my father’s death? To understand this delay we must evoke the mood of 1960, the year my father died, and my mother, Francine, and his friends decided not to publish his manuscript. I shall try briefly to summarize the mood of that time by means of what is certainly an oversimplified sketch of people’s opinions as they related to the question of publication.

French intellectuals were preoccupied with two topics: the Soviet Union and the war in Algeria. On the first, the prevailing opinion on the left forbade criticism of the Communist regime on the grounds that any such criticism would, by damaging the regime’s credibility, delay humanity’s progress towards a better world. On the second topic, the same people favoured independence for Algeria under Arab rule and supported the FLN (Front de Libération Nationale).

Camus, for his part, condemned the Gulag, Stalin’s trials, and totalitarianism in the Soviet Union, in the belief that ideology must serve humanity, not the contrary, and that the ends did not justify the means. He went so far as to say that the means used by totalitarian regimes destroyed any hope for a better world. As for Algeria, he advocated a federation in which the Arab and European peoples would be equally represented. Those who read this book may better understand his position.

So, in denouncing totalitarianism, and in advocating a multicultural Algeria where both communities would enjoy the same rights, Camus antagonized both the right and the left. At the time of his death he was very much isolated and subject to attacks from all sides designed to destroy the man and the artist so that his ideas would have no impact.

In these circumstances, to have published an unfinished manuscript – 144 handwritten pages, often lacking full points and commas, never revised – might well have given ammunition to those who were saying Camus was finished as a writer. His friends and my mother decided not to run that risk. My twin brother and I had no say in the decision, for we were only fourteen years old.

The years went by, my mother died in 1979, and I assumed the responsibility that had been hers. Between 1980 and 1985 voices began to be heard saying that perhaps Camus had not been so wrong, and little by little the old disputes died down. As for me, I first had to learn how to deal with a work of literature. I prepared Camus’s Carnet III for publication, and then in the early 1990s my brother and I had to confront the question of Le Premier Homme. Two considerations persuaded us. First, we believed a manuscript of such importance would sooner or later be published unless we destroyed it. Since we had no right to destroy it, we preferred to publish it ourselves so that it would appear exactly as it was. Secondly, it seemed to us that this autobiographical account would be of exceptional value to those interested in Camus.

Finally, it is obvious that my father would never have published this manuscript as it is, first for the simple reason that he had not completed it, but also because he was a very reserved man and would no doubt have masked his own feelings far more in its final version. But it seems to me – and I say this with hesitation, for I can claim no objectivity – it seems to me that one can most clearly hear my father’s voice in this text because of its very rawness. That is why I hope readers will come to it in a spirit of brotherhood.

Catherine Camus

March 1995

The text of this edition was established from the manuscript and from a first typescript by Francine Camus. Punctuation has been added as an aid to comprehension. Words that were not clear are bracketed. Words or parts of sentences that were not decipherable are shown by white space between brackets. The author’s variants, written at the top of the manuscript page, appear as footnotes indicated by an asterisk; his marginal inserts are indicated by letters; the editor’s or translator’s notes, by numbers.

In the appendix are the author’s interleaves, which have now been numbered I to V. Some of these were inserted in the manuscript (sheet I before chapter 4, II before chapter 6A), and the rest (III, IV and V) were at the end of the manuscript.

Also in the appendix is ‘The First Man (Notes and Sketches)’, the contents of the author’s small spiral notebook with graph paper. These notes will give the reader an idea of the author’s plans for the rest of the book. It seems certain that what he wrote was only the beginning of a novel that would have been longer by several hundred pages, about Algeria from the arrival of the French to the Second World War, including the war itself, and the Resistance to the German Occupation as lived by the protagonists in a love affair.

Once you have read The First Man you will understand why the appendix includes the letter Albert Camus wrote to his teacher, Louis Germain, after he received the Nobel Prize, and the last letter Louis Germain wrote to him.

And finally, a chance to thank Odette Diagne Creach, Roger Grenier and Robert Gallimard for their tireless support and affection.
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Part One


       

   

IN SEARCH OF THE FATHER









 




	To you who will never be able to read this booka

	Intercessor: Widow Camus






Up above the wagon rolling along a stony road, big thick clouds were hurrying East through the dusk. Three days ago they had filled up over the Atlantic, had waited for a wind from the West, had set out, slowly at first then faster and faster, had flown over the phosphorescent autumn waters, straight to the continent, had come apartb on the Moroccan peaks, had gathered once again in flocks on the high plateaus of Algeria, and now, at the Tunisian frontier, they were trying to reach the Tyrrhenian Sea to melt away there. After a journey of thousands of kilometres over what seemed to be an immense island, shielded by the moving waters to the North and to the South by the congealed waves of the sands, passing scarcely any faster above this nameless country than had empires and peoples over the millennia, their momentum was wearing out and some were already melting into occasional large raindrops that were beginning to plop on the canvas cover above the four travellers.

The wagon was creaking over a road that was fairly well marked but had scarcely any surfacing. From time to time a spark would flash under a metal wheel rim or a horse’s hoof, and a stone would strike the wood of the wagon or else would sink with a muted sound into the soft soil of the ditch. Meanwhile the two small horses moved steadily ahead, occasionally flinching a bit, their chests thrust forward to pull the heavy wagon, loaded with furniture, continuously putting the road behind them as they trotted along at different paces. One of them would now and then blow the air noisily from its nostrils, and would be thrown off its pace. Then the Arab who was driving would snap the worn* reins flat on its back, and the beast would gamely pick up its rhythm.

The man who was on the front seat by the driver, a Frenchman about thirty, gazed with an impenetrable look at the two rumps moving rhythmically in front of him. He was of medium height, stocky, with an elongated face, a high square forehead, a strong jaw, and blue eyes. Though the season was well advanced, he wore a three-button twill jacket, fastened at the neck in the style of that time, and a light pith helmeta over his close-cut hair.b When the rain began streaming across the canvas above them, he turned towards the inside of the vehicle: ‘Are you all right?’ he shouted.

On a second seat, wedged between the first seat and a heap of old trunks and furniture, sat a woman who, though shabbily dressed, was wrapped in a coarse woollen shawl. She smiled feebly at him. ‘Yes, yes,’ she said, with a little gesture of apology. A small four-year-old boy slept leaning against her. She had a gentle look and regular features, a warm gaze in her brown eyes, a small straight nose, and the black wavy hair of a Spanish woman. But there was something striking about that face. Not only would fatigue or something similar momentarily mask its features; no, rather it was a faraway look, a look of sweet distraction, such as you always see on some simpletons, but which would burst out only fleetingly on the beauty of this face. The kindness of that gaze, which was so striking, would sometimes be joined by a gleam of unreasoning fear that would as instantly vanish. With the flat of her hand, already worn with work and somewhat gnarled at the joints, she tapped her husband’s back: ‘It’s all right, it’s all right,’ she said. And immediately she stopped smiling to watch, from under the canvas top, the road where puddles were already beginning to shine.

The man turned to the Arab, placid in his turban with its yellow cords, his body made stouter by baggy trousers with a roomy seat gathered above the calf. ‘Do we have much farther to go?’

The Arab smiled under his big white moustache. ‘Eight kilometres and you’re there.’

The man turned to look at his wife, not smiling yet attentive. She had kept her eyes fixed on the road. ‘Give me the reins,’ the man said.

‘As you wish,’ said the Arab. He handed him the reins, and the man stepped across while the old Arab slipped under him to the place just vacated. With two slaps of the flat of the reins the man took over the horses, who picked up their trot and suddenly were pulling straighter. ‘You know horses,’ the Arab said.

The husband’s reply was curt and unsmiling. ‘Yes,’ he said.

The light had dimmed and all at once night set in. The Arab took the square lantern from its catch at his left and, turning towards the back, used several crude matches to light the candle inside it. Then he replaced the lantern. Now the rain was falling gently and steadily. It shone in the weak light of the lamp, and, all around, it peopled the utter darkness with its soft sound. Now and then the wagon skirted spiny bushes; small trees were faintly lit for a few seconds. But the rest of the time it rolled through an empty space made still more vast by the dark of night. The smell of scorched grass, or, suddenly, the strong odour of manure, was all that suggested they were passing by land under cultivation. The wife spoke behind the driver, who held his horses in a bit and leaned back. ‘There are no people here,’ the wife said again.

‘Are you afraid?’

‘What?’

The husband repeated the question, but this time he was shouting.

‘No, no, not with you.’ But she seemed worried.

‘You’re in pain,’ the man said.

‘A little.’

He urged his horses on, and once more all that filled the night were the heavy sounds of the wheels crushing ridges in the road and the eight shod hooves striking its surface.

It was a night in the autumn of 1913. Two hours earlier the voyagers had left the railroad station in Bône, where they had arrived from Algiers after a journey of a night and a day on the hard third-class benches. In the station they had found the wagon and the Arab waiting to take them to the farm located near a small village, about twenty kilometres into the interior of the country, where the husband was to take over the management. It had taken time to load the trunks and their few belongings, and then the bad road had delayed them still further. The Arab, as if aware of his companion’s disquiet, said to him: ‘Have no fear. Here there are no bandits.’

‘They’re everywhere,’ the man said. ‘But I have the necessary.’ And he slapped his tight pocket.

‘You’re right,’ said the Arab. ‘There’s always madmen.’

At that moment, the woman called her husband. ‘Henri,’ she said. ‘It hurts.’

The man swore and pushed his horses a bit more.a ‘We’re getting there,’ he said. After a moment, he looked at his wife again. ‘Does it still hurt?’


She smiled at him with a strangely absent air, yet she did not seem to be suffering. ‘Yes, a lot.’

He continued to gaze gravely at her.

Again she apologized. ‘It’s nothing. Maybe it’s the train.’

‘Look,’ the Arab said, ‘the village.’ Indeed they could see, to the left of the road and a little farther on, the lights of Solférino blurred by the rain. ‘But you take the road to the right,’ said the Arab.

The man hesitated, then turned to his wife. ‘Shall we go to the house or the village?’ he asked.

‘Oh, to the house, that’s better.’

A bit farther, the vehicle turned to the right toward the unfamiliar house that awaited them. ‘Another kilometre,’ said the Arab.

‘We’re getting there,’ the man said, in the direction of his wife. She was bent over double, her face in her arms. ‘Lucie,’ the man said. She did not move. The man touched her with his hand. She was weeping silently. He shouted, stressing each syllable and acting out his words: ‘You are going to lie down there! I will go and get the doctor!’

‘Yes. Go and get the doctor. I think this is it.’

The Arab was watching them with surprise. ‘She’s going to have a baby,’ the husband said. ‘Is there a doctor in the village?’

‘Yes. I’ll get him if you wish.’

‘No, you stay at the house. You keep watch. I’ll go faster. Is there a small cart or a horse?’

‘There’s a cart.’ Then the Arab said to the wife, ‘You will have a boy. Let him be a fine one.’ The wife smiled at him without seeming to understand.

‘She doesn’t hear,’ the man said. ‘At the house, you’ll have to shout out loud and make signs.’ Suddenly the wagon was rolling almost without sound over the chalky sub-surface of tuff. The road was narrower now. It passed alongside some tiled sheds behind which could be seen the first rows of the vineyard. They were met by a strong smell of fermenting grapes. They passed some large buildings with high-pitched roofs, and the wheels flattened the slag of a yard where there were no trees. The Arab took the reins without speaking and pulled them in. The horses stopped, and one of them snorted.a With his hand the Arab indicated a small whitewashed house. A creeping vine ran around a low door with a frame stained blue by copper sulphate. The man jumped to the ground and ran through the rain to the house. He opened the door. It led to a dark room which smelled of an empty hearth. The Arab, who was following him, walked straight through the dark to the fireplace, and, scraping an ember, lit a paraffin lamp that hung in the middle of the room over a round table. The man barely took time to notice that he was in a whitewashed kitchen with a sink of red ceramic tile, an old sideboard, and a sodden calendar on the wall. Stairs finished with the same red tiles led to the second floor. ‘Light the fire,’ he said, and he returned to the wagon. (He took the little boy?) The woman was waiting in silence. He took her in his arms to set her on the ground and, holding her close for a moment, he lifted her head. ‘Can you walk?’

‘Yes,’ she said, and she stroked his arm with her worn hand.

He led her to the house. ‘Wait,’ he said.

The Arab had already lit the fire, and with skilful and precise motions he was stoking it with shoots of vine. She was standing near the table, hands on her belly, and now her handsome face turned up to the lamplight was crossed by brief waves of pain. She seemed to notice neither the dampness nor the odour of neglect and poverty. The man was busy in the rooms upstairs. Then he appeared at the head of the stairs. ‘There’s no fireplace in the bedroom?’

‘No,’ said the Arab. ‘Not in the other room either.’

‘Come,’ said the man. The Arab joined him, then reappeared, walking backwards, carrying a mattress that the husband was holding by the other end. They put it near the fireplace. The man pulled the table to a corner, while the Arab went back upstairs and soon returned with a bolster and blankets. ‘Lie down there,’ the man said to his wife, and he led her to the mattress.

She hesitated. Now they could smell the odour of damp hair rising from the mattress. ‘I can’t undress,’ she said, looking around fearfully as if she were only now seeing the place.

‘Take off what you have underneath,’ the man said. And he repeated: ‘Take off your underwear.’ Then to the Arab: ‘Thanks. Unhitch a horse. I’ll ride him to the village.’ The Arab went out. The wife prepared herself, her back to her husband, who had also turned his back. Then she stretched out, and as soon she had done so, drawing the covers over her, she gave a single, long, full-throated howl, as if she wanted to rid herself at once of all the cries that pain had stored up in her. The man, standing by the mattress, let her cry; then, when she fell silent, he took off his pith helmet, put one knee to the ground, and kissed the fine forehead over her closed eyes. He put his hat on again and went out into the rain. The unhitched horse was turning its head, its front hooves planted in the slag. ‘I’ll get a saddle,’ the Arab said.

‘No, leave the reins on. I’ll ride him like this. Take the trunks and the other things into the kitchen. Do you have a wife?’

‘She died. She was old.’

‘Do you have a daughter?’

‘No, God be thanked. But I have the wife of my son.’

‘Tell her to come.’

‘I’ll do that. Go in peace.’

The husband looked at the old Arab standing motionless in the fine rain and smiling at him under his wet moustache. He himself was still unsmiling, but he watched the Arab with his direct attentive gaze. Then he extended his hand: the other man took it in the Arab fashion, with the ends of his fingers, then lifted it to his lips. The husband turned, making the cinders crunch, strode to the horse, vaulted on to it bareback, and rode off at a lumbering trot.

As he left the property, the man headed towards the crossroads from which they had first seen the lights of the village. They were shining now with a more dazzling light, the rain had stopped falling and the road, to the right, that led towards the village was laid out straight through the vineyards where the trellis wire glistened here and there. About halfway, the horse slowed down to a walk. He was nearing a sort of rectangular shanty; one part was a room made of masonry, and a second, larger part was built of wooden planks. Projecting from this second part was a kind of counter with a big matting pulled down over it. On a door recessed in the masonry one could read: ‘Mme Jacques’s Farm Canteen’. Light seeped under the door. The man stopped his horse right by the door, and knocked without dismounting. Immediately a firm resonant voice asked from inside, ‘What is it?’

‘I’m the new manager of the Saint-Apôtre property. My wife is giving birth. I need help.’

No one answered. After a moment bolts were drawn, bars were lifted, then dragged away, and the door opened part way. He could make out the black curly head of a European woman with plump cheeks and a flattish nose above full lips. ‘My name is Henri Cormery. Can you go to be with my wife? I’m going to get the doctor.’

She gazed at him with the eye of one accustomed to weighing men and misfortune. He met her look squarely, but without adding a word of explanation. ‘I’ll go,’ she said. ‘You hurry.’

He thanked her and kicked the horse with his heels. A few moments later he entered the village by passing between rampart-like walls made of dried mud. Stretching before him lay what seemed to be the only street, bordered with small one-storey houses, all alike; he followed it to a small hard-surfaced square, where, surprisingly, he found a metal-framed bandstand. The square, like the street, was deserted. Cormery was already heading towards one of the houses when the horse shied. An Arab, in a torn sombre-coloured burnoose, appeared from the shadows and came towards him. ‘The doctor’s house,’ Cormery immediately requested. The Arab studied the horseman. ‘Come,’ he said after he had looked him over. They went back up the street. Written on a building with a raised ground floor reached by whitewashed stairs were the words: ‘Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité’. Next to it was a small garden surrounded by roughly finished walls; at its far end was a house, to which the Arab pointed. ‘That’s it,’ he said. Cormery jumped down from the horse, and, at a pace that showed no sign of fatigue, he crossed the garden, where all he noticed was, at the exact centre, a dwarf palm with withered leaves and a rotted trunk. He knocked at the door. No one answered.a He turned around. The Arab was waiting in silence. The husband knocked again. From inside could be heard footsteps that stopped behind the door. But the door did not open. Cormery knocked again and said, ‘I’m looking for the doctor.’

At once the bolts were drawn and the door was opened. A man appeared. His face was young and chubby, but his hair was almost white. He was tall and well built, and his legs were squeezed into leggings. He was putting on a sort of hunting jacket. ‘Well! Where did you come from? I’ve never seen you before.’ he said, smiling. The husband explained. ‘Oh yes, the mayor told me. But, you know, this is a strange place to come to have a baby.’ The husband said he had been expecting the event later and that he must have made a mistake. ‘Well, that happens to everyone. Go ahead, I’ll saddle Matador and follow you.’

Halfway back, and through the rain that had begun to fall again, the doctor, mounted on a dappled grey horse, caught up with Cormery, who was now soaked through but still erect on his heavy farm horse. ‘Strange way to arrive,’ the doctor called out. ‘But you’ll see, there’s good in this place, not counting the mosquitoes and the bandits in the bush.’ He stayed alongside his companion. ‘About the mosquitoes, you know, you don’t have to worry till spring. As for the bandits …’ He laughed, but the husband rode on without a word. The doctor looked at him with curiosity. ‘Have no fear,’ he said, ‘it will all go well.’

Cormery turned his straightforward gaze on the doctor, and, looking calmly at him, said with a touch of warmth: ‘I’m not afraid. I’m used to hard knocks.’

‘Is this your first?’

‘No, I left a four-year-old boy in Algiers with my mother-in-law.’1

They came to the crossroads and took the road to the property. Soon the cinders were flying under the horses’ hooves. When the horses stopped and silence fell once more, they heard a loud cry from the house. The two men dismounted.

Awaiting them was a shadowy figure sheltered under the vine that was dripping water. Drawing closer, they recognized the old Arab wearing an improvised hood made of a sack. ‘Greetings, Kaddour,’ said the doctor. ‘How is it going?’

‘I don’t know. I especially don’t go in where the women are,’ the old man said.

‘Good rule,’ said the doctor. ‘Particularly when women are crying.’ But no cries were coming now from inside. The doctor opened the door and went in, Cormery behind him.

In front of them a big fire of vine branches flaming in the fireplace lighted the room more than did the paraffin lamp, with copper and bead trim, that hung from the middle of the ceiling. To their right, the sink was now all covered with towels and metal pitchers. The table in the middle of the room had been pushed over to the left, in front of a rickety sideboard made of unfinished wood. On it were an old travelling bag, a hatbox and various bundles. Pieces of old luggage, including a big wicker trunk, filled all the corners of the room, leaving a space only in the middle, not far from the fire. In that space, on a mattress set at right angles to the fireplace, the wife lay stretched out, head laid back on a pillow without a case, her hair let down. The blankets now covered only half the mattress. The uncovered part of the mattress was hidden from sight by the owner of the canteen, who was on her knees to its left. She was wringing out, over a washbasin, a towel dripping reddish drops of water. To the right, sitting cross-legged, an unveiled Arab woman held out, as if making an offertory, a second, somewhat flaking enamel basin full of steaming hot water. The two women were on either side of a folded sheet that lay under the wife. The shadow and light of the fireplace rose and fell on the whitewashed walls, on the baggage that cluttered the room, and, still closer, glowed red on the faces of the two nurses and on the form of the wife, bundled up under the blankets.

When the two men entered, the Arab woman glanced quickly at them, gave a brief laugh, then turned to the fire, her thin brown arms still offering the washbasin. The owner of the canteen looked at them and joyfully exclaimed: ‘No more need for you, Doctor. It happened by itself.’ She got to her feet and the two men saw, near the patient, something shapeless and bloody stirring with a sort of still movement and making a continuing, barely perceptible sound like a muffled squeaking.a

‘So they say,’ said the doctor. ‘I hope you haven’t touched the cord.’

‘No,’ said the woman, laughing. ‘We had to leave you something to do.’

She got up and gave her place to the doctor, who again blocked the newborn from the sight of Cormery, still at the door, his head uncovered. The doctor squatted and opened his case; then he took the basin from the hands of the Arab woman, who immediately withdrew from the circle of light and took refuge in the dark angle of the fireplace. The doctor washed his hands, his back still to the door, then poured on those hands some alcohol that smelled a bit like grape liquor; its odour at once filled the room. At that moment, the wife lifted her head and saw her husband. A marvellous smile transfigured that exhausted beautiful face. Cormery went over to the mattress. ‘He came,’ she said under her breath, and she reached out her hand to the infant.

‘Yes,’ said the doctor. ‘But stay still.’ The wife gave him a questioning look.

Cormery, standing at the foot of the mattress, made a quieting gesture. ‘Lie down.’

She lay back down again. The rain began to come down twice as hard on the old tile roof. The doctor went to work under the blanket. Then he straightened up and seemed to shake something in front of him. A small cry was heard. ‘It’s a boy,’ the doctor said. ‘And a good sturdy one.’

‘There’s one who’s getting off to a good start,’ said the owner of the canteen. ‘By moving to a new home.’

The Arab woman in the corner laughed and clapped her hands twice. Cormery glanced at her and she turned away, embarrassed.

‘All right,’ said the doctor. ‘Now leave us for a moment.’

Cormery looked at his wife. But her face was still tilted back. Her hands, lying relaxed on the coarse blanket, were all there was to remind him of the smile that a while ago had filled and transfigured that wretched room. He put on his helmet and headed towards the door.

‘What are you going to call him?’ the owner of the canteen called out.

‘I don’t know, we haven’t thought about it.’ He looked at her. ‘Since you were here, we’ll call him Jacques.’

The woman burst out laughing and Cormery went out. The Arab, his head still covered with the sack, was waiting under the vine. He looked at Cormery, who said nothing to him. ‘Here,’ said the Arab, and held out an end of the sack.

Cormery took shelter. He could feel the shoulder of the old Arab against him, and he smelled the smoke given off by his clothes; he felt the rain falling on the sack over their two heads. ‘It’s a boy,’ he said without looking at his companion.

‘God be praised,’ answered the Arab. ‘You are a chief.’ The water that had come from thousands of kilometres away went on falling before them, on the cinders and the many puddles that pitted them, on the vineyards farther distant, and the trellis wires still gleamed under the raindrops. It would never get to the sea in the East, and now it was going to drench the whole country, the marshy land by the river and the mountains around them, the immense almost uninhabited land whose powerful odour reached the two men huddled under the one sack, while behind them a feeble cry resumed from time to time.

Late in the night, Cormery was lying stretched out, in long drawers and undershirt, on a second mattress by his wife, watching the flames dance on the ceiling. The room was now pretty well tidied. On the other side of his wife, in a laundry basket, the infant slept in silence except for an occasional weak gurgle. His wife was also sleeping, her face turned towards him, her mouth partly open. The rain had stopped. Tomorrow he would have to start work. Near him, his wife’s hand, already so worn it almost seemed made of wood, also reminded him of work. He reached out his own hand, placed it gently on hers, and, laying his head back, closed his eyes.








Saint-Brieuc

aForty years later a man standing in the corridor of the Saint-Brieuc train was watching with an air of disapproval as the villages and ugly houses of the flat cramped countryside that stretches from Paris to the Channel marched past under the pale sun of an afternoon in spring. The meadows and fields of a land that for centuries had been cultivated to the last square metre passed, in turn, before him. With bare head and hair cut short, long face and delicate features, a direct gaze in his blue eyes, the man was of medium height, and despite his forty years he still looked slender in his raincoat. He stood with his hands firmly placed on the railing; leaning his weight on one hip, his torso at ease, he gave the impression of competence and vigour. Then the train slowed and finally stopped in a small shabby station. A moment later a rather elegant young woman passed by the window where the man was standing. She stopped to shift her suitcase from one hand to the other, and just then she noticed the traveller. He looked at her, smiling, and she could not help smiling also. The man lowered the window, but the train was already leaving. ‘Too bad,’ he said. The young woman was still smiling at him.

The traveller went to sit down in his third-class compartment, where he had a seat by the window. A man with sparse plastered hair – not as old as his swollen, blotchy face suggested – was sitting huddled across from him; his eyes were closed and he was breathing hard, obviously disturbed by his laboured digestion. He cast an occasional quick* glance at the traveller. On the same seat, by the corridor, a peasant woman in her Sunday best, crowned by a peculiar hat adorned with a bunch of wax grapes, was blowing the nose of a redheaded child whose face looked dim and faded. The traveller’s smile disappeared. He took a magazine from his pocket and absently read an article that made him yawn.

A bit later the train stopped, and a small placard announcing ‘Saint-Brieuc’ moved slowly into the frame of the window. The traveller immediately stood up, effortlessly lifted his suitcase with its expanding sides from the overhead rack, and, after nodding to his fellow travellers, who responded with seeming surprise, he left rapidly and hurried down the three steps of the carriage. On the platform, he looked at his left hand, dirty from the soot that had accumulated on the railing he had just been holding, took out a handkerchief and carefully wiped it off. Then he headed towards the exit, where he was gradually joined by a group of sombrely dressed travellers with blotchy faces. Under the shelter with its small posts he patiently waited his turn to hand over his ticket, waited again till the taciturn clerk returned it to him, crossed a waiting room with bare dirty walls, decorated only with old posters in which even the Riviera had taken on the colours of soot, and, striding at a lively pace through the slanting afternoon light, he went down the street that led from the station to the town.

At the hotel he asked for the room he had reserved, refused the help of the potato-faced chambermaid who wanted to carry his bag, and, after she had shown him to his room, nonetheless gave her a tip that surprised her and brought a friendly look to her features. Then he washed his hands again, and went back downstairs without locking his door. He found the chambermaid in the lobby, asked her where the cemetery was, was given too much explanation, listened amiably, then set out in the direction she had indicated. Now he was walking down streets that were narrow and depressing, bordered by commonplace houses with ugly red tiles. Here and there he could see the crooked slates of an old half-timbered house. The few passers-by did not even stop before the shop windows that displayed the glass products, the masterpieces in plastic and nylon, the wretched ceramics that are found in every town in the contemporary Western world. Only the food shops showed any opulence. High forbidding walls surrounded the cemetery. Near its gate, meagre displays of flowers and marble-cutters’ shops. The traveller stopped in front of one of these shops to watch a bright-looking child in a corner who was doing his homework on a marble slab that had yet to be inscribed. Then he entered the cemetery and went to the caretaker’s house. The caretaker was not there. The traveller waited in the barely furnished little office, then noticed a map, which he was studying when the caretaker entered. He was a tall gnarled man, with a big nose, who smelled of the sweat under his thick high-necked jacket. The traveller asked for the location of those who died in the war of 1914.

‘Yes,’ the caretaker said. ‘That’s called the square of French Remembrance. What name are you looking for?’

‘Henri Cormery,’ said the traveller.

The caretaker opened a large book bound in wrapping paper and with his dirty finger went down a list of names. His finger came to a stop. ‘Cormery Henri,’ he said, ‘fatally wounded at the Battle of the Marne, died at Saint-Brieuc 11 October 1914.’

‘That’s it,’ said the traveller.

The caretaker closed the book. ‘Come,’ he said. And he led the way to the first row of gravestones, some of them simple, others ugly and pretentious, all covered with that bead and marble bric-à-brac that would disgrace any place on earth. ‘Was he related to you?’ he asked absently.


‘He was my father.’

‘That’s rough,’ the other man said.

‘No, it isn’t. I was less than a year old when he died. So, you see.’

‘Yes,’ said the caretaker, ‘but even so. Too many died.’

Jacques Cormery did not answer. Surely, too many had died, but, as to his father, he could not muster a filial devotion he did not feel. For all these years he had been living in France, he had promised himself to do what his mother, who stayed in Algeria, what she1 for such a long time had been asking him to do: visit the grave of his father that she herself had never seen. He thought this visit made no sense, first of all for himself, who had never known his father, who knew next to nothing of what he had been, and who loathed conventional gestures and behaviour; and then for his mother, who never spoke of the dead man and could picture nothing of what he was going to see. But since his old mentor had retired to Saint-Brieuc and so he would have an opportunity to see him again, Cormery had made up his mind to go and visit this dead stranger, and had even insisted on doing it before joining his old friend so that afterwards he would feel completely free.

‘It’s here,’ said the caretaker. They had arrived at a square-shaped area enclosed by small markers of grey stone connected with a heavy chain that had been painted black. The gravestones – and they were many – were all alike: plain inscribed rectangles set at equal intervals row on row. Each grave was decorated with a small bouquet of fresh flowers. ‘For forty years the French Remembrance has been responsible for the upkeep. Look, here he is.’ He indicated a stone in the first row. Jacques Cormery stopped at some distance from the grave. ‘I’ll leave you,’ the caretaker said.

Cormery approached the stone and gazed vacantly at it. Yes, that was indeed his name. He looked up. Small white and grey clouds were passing slowly across the sky, which was paler now, and from it fell a light that was alternately bright and overcast. Around him, in the vast field of the dead, silence reigned. Nothing but a muffled murmur from the town came over the high walls. Occasionally a black silhouette would pass among the distant graves. Jacques Cormery, gazing up at the slow navigation of the clouds across the sky, was trying to discern, beyond the odour of damp flowers, the salty smell just then coming from the distant motionless sea when the clink of a bucket against the marble of a tombstone drew him from his reverie. At that moment he read on the tomb the date of his father’s birth, which he now discovered he had not known. Then he read the two dates, ‘1885–1914’, and automatically did the arithmetic: twenty-nine years. Suddenly he was struck by an idea that shook his very body. He was forty years old. The man buried under that slab, who had been his father, was younger than he.a

And the wave of tenderness and pity that at once filled his heart was not the stirring of the soul that leads the son to the memory of the vanished father, but the overwhelming compassion that a grown man feels for an unjustly murdered child – something here was not in the natural order and, in truth, there was no order but only madness and chaos when the son was older than the father. The course of time itself was shattering around him while he remained motionless among those tombs he now no longer saw, and the years no longer kept to their places in the great river that flows to its end. They were no more than waves and surf and eddies where Jacques Cormery was now struggling in the grip of anguish and pity.b He looked at the other inscriptions in that section and realized from the dates that this soil was strewn with children who had been the fathers of greying men who thought they were living in this present time. For he too believed he was living, he alone had created himself, he knew his own strength, his vigour, he could cope and he had himself well in hand. But, in the strange dizziness of that moment, the statue every man eventually erects and that hardens in the fire of the years, into which he then creeps and there awaits its final crumbling – that statue was rapidly cracking, it was already collapsing. All that was left was this anguished heart, eager to live, rebelling against the deadly order of the world that had been with him for forty years, and still struggling against the wall that separated him from the secret of all life, wanting to go farther, to go beyond, and to discover, discover before dying, discover at last in order to be, just once to be, for a single second, but for ever.

He looked back on his life, a life that had been foolish, courageous, cowardly, wilful, and always straining towards that goal which he knew nothing about, and actually that life had all gone by without his having tried to imagine who this man was who had given him that life and then immediately had gone off to die in a strange land on the other side of the seas. At twenty-nine, had he himself not been frail, been ailing, tense, stubborn, sensual, dreamy, cynical, and brave? Yes, he had been all that and much else besides; he had been alive, in short had been a man, and yet he had never thought of the man who slept there as a living being, but as a stranger who passed by on the land where he himself was born, of whom his mother said that he looked like him and that he died on the field of battle. Yet the secret he had eagerly sought to learn through books and people now seemed to him to be intimately linked with this dead man, this younger father, with what he had been and what he had become, and it seemed that he himself had gone far afield in search of what was close to him in time and in blood. To tell the truth, he had received no help. In a family where they spoke little, where no one read or wrote, with an unhappy and listless mother, who would have informed him about this young and pitiable father? No one had known him but his mother and she had forgotten him. Of that he was sure. And he had died unknown on this earth where he had fleetingly passed, like a stranger. No doubt it was up to him to ask, to inform himself. But for someone like him, who has nothing and wants the world entire, all his energy is not enough to create himself and to conquer or to understand that world. After all, it was not too late; he could still search, he could learn who this man had been who now seemed closer to him than any other being on this earth. He could …

Now the afternoon was coming to its end. The rustle of a skirt, a black shadow, brought him back to the landscape of tombs and sky that surrounded him. He had to leave; there was nothing more for him to do here. But he could not turn away from this name, those dates. Under that slab were left only ashes and dust. But, for him, his father was again alive, a strange silent life, and it seemed to him that again he was going to forsake him, to leave his father to haunt yet another night the endless solitude he had been hurled into and then deserted. The empty sky resounded with a sudden loud explosion: an invisible aeroplane had crossed the sound barrier. Turning his back on the grave, Jacques Cormery abandoned his father.








3. Saint-Brieuc and Malan (J.G.)a

That evening at dinner, J.C. watched his old friend attack his second slice of leg of lamb with a sort of disturbing voracity; the wind that had come up was growling softly around the small low-ceilinged house in a district near the road to the beaches. On his arrival J.C. had noticed some small pieces of dry algae in the gutter bordering the sidewalk, which, with their odour of salt, were all that suggested the nearness of the sea.

Victor Malan, who spent his entire career in customs administration, had retired to this small town; he had not chosen it, but he justified the choice after the fact by saying that nothing came along to distract him from solitary meditation, neither an excess of beauty nor an excess of ugliness, nor of solitude itself. The administration of things and the management of men had taught him a great deal, but first of all, apparently, that we know very little. Yet he was immensely cultivated and J.C. admired him unreservedly, for Malan, in a day when outstanding men are so banal, was the one person who had his own way of thinking, to the extent that that is possible. At any rate, under his deceptively accommodating exterior, he was free and uncompromisingly original in his opinions.

‘That’s it, my son,’ Malan was saying. ‘Since you’re going to see your mother, try to find out something about your father. And come back – at top speed – and tell
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