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			Foreword

			Jean Lartéguy: Decoding the Warrior Ethos

			For thousands of years men have fought one another in situations where the battle lines are not fixed and words like front and rear lines have little meaning—for the war is everywhere, with civilians caught up and brutalized in the conflict. Irregular warfare, guerrilla uprisings, and counterinsurgency are timeless—not merely fads of the moment. Malaya, Vietnam, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Chechnya, the Congo, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria are just some of the datelines in which the twentieth and twenty-first centuries register conflicts whose fundamentals the ancients would have been familiar with. With the collapse of central authority in the Middle East, otherwise known as the “Arab Spring,” this situation applies to an even greater degree. For countries like Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq are barely states at this juncture, with tribes, militias, and gangs, divided by territory, sect, and ethnicity, battling for primacy over a confused and violent landscape.

			Conventional modern war, which Napoleon did so much to define and institutionalize, with its formalized set-piece battles and vertical chains of command, has mainly been with us for little more than two centuries. Its future, moreover, is uncertain. So while counterinsurgency is presently disparaged, because the results in Iraq and Afghanistan have been so unsatisfying for Americans, the lessons of counterinsurgency—if forgotten—will only have to be relearned on some future morrow. For that is the verdict of history going back to antiquity.

			You cannot approach Vietnam and Iraq in particular, or the subject of counterinsurgency in general, without reference to Jean Lartéguy, a French novelist and war correspondent who in his own person encapsulates the divide between a professional warrior class that lives by these enduring, historical truths and a civilian home front alienated from them. Lartéguy inhabits the very soul of the U.S. Special Operations community, alienating not only civilian readers but members of the conventional military in the process.

			Throughout my years observing the Special Operations community close up, I witnessed several editions of Lartéguy’s The Centurions (1960) passing through the hands of those about whom I reported. Green Berets recommended to me not only Lartéguy’s The Centurions but also The Praetorians (1961): books about French paratroopers in Vietnam and Algeria in the 1950s that resonated with their own experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq. And it wasn’t just Green Berets who found Lartéguy essential. Alistair Horne, the renowned historian of the Algerian War, uses Lartéguy for epigrams in A Savage War of Peace (1977). Some years back, Gen. David Petraeus—then the future commander of U.S. ground forces in Iraq—pulled The Centurions off a shelf at his quarters in Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and gave me a disquisition about the small-unit leadership principles exemplified by one of the book’s characters.

			More than half a century ago, this Frenchman was obsessed about a home front that had no context for a hot, irregular war; about a professional warrior class alienated from its civilian compatriots as much as from its own conventional infantry battalions; about the need to engage in both combat and civil affairs in a new form of warfare to follow an age of victory parades and what he called “cinema-heroics”; about an enemy with complete freedom of action, allowed “to do what we didn’t dare”; and about the danger of creating a “sect” of singularly brave iron men, whose ideals were so exalted that beyond the battlefield they had a tendency to become woolly-headed. Lartéguy dedicates his book to the memory of centurions who died so that Rome might survive, but he notes in his conclusion that it was these same centurions who destroyed Rome.

			Born in 1920, Jean Lartéguy—a pseudonym; his real name was Jean Pierre Lucien Osty—fought with the Free French and afterward became a journalist. Because of his military experience and Resistance ties, he had nearly unrivaled access to French paratroopers who fought at Dien Bien Phu and in the Battle of Algiers. His empathy for these men, some of whom were torturers, made him especially loathed by the Parisian Left, even though he broke with the paratroopers themselves, out of opposition to their political goals, which he labeled “neofascism.”

			Lartéguy eventually found his military ideal in Israel, where he became revered by paratroopers who translated The Centurions into Hebrew to read at their training centers. He called these Jewish soldiers “the most remarkable of all of war’s servants, superior even to the Viet, who at the same time detests war the most.” By the mid-1970s, though, he became disillusioned with the Israel Defense Forces. He said it had ceased to be “a manageable grouping of commandos” and was becoming a “cumbersome machine” too dependent on American-style technology—as if foreseeing some of the problems with the 2006 Lebanon campaign.

			I remember walking into the office of a U.S. Army Special Forces colonel in South Korea and noticing a plaque with Lartéguy’s famous “two armies” quote. (The translation is by Xan Fielding, a British Special Operations officer who, in addition to rendering Lartéguy’s classics into English, was also a close friend of the late British travel writer Patrick Leigh Fermor, to whom Fermor addresses his introduction in his own 1977 classic, A Time of Gifts.) In The Centurions, one of Lartéguy’s paratroopers declares:

			I’d like . . . two armies: one for display, with lovely guns, tanks, little soldiers, fanfares, staffs, distinguished and doddering generals, and dear little regimental officers . . . an army that would be shown for a modest fee on every fairground in the country.

			The other would be the real one, composed entirely of young enthusiasts in camouflage battledress, who would not be put on display but from whom . . . all sorts of tricks would be taught. That’s the army in which I should like to fight.

			But the reply from another character in The Centurions to this declaration is swift: “you’re heading for a lot of trouble.” The exchange telescopes the philosophical dilemma about the measures that need to be taken against enemies who would erect a far worse world than you, but which, nevertheless, are impossible to carry out because of the “remorse” that afflicts soldiers when they violate their own notion of purity of arms—even in situations where such “tricks” might somehow be rationalized. They may win the battle, but will surely lose their souls.

			Rather than a roughneck, this Army Special Forces colonel epitomized the soft, indirect approach to unconventional war that is in contrast to “direct action.” The message that he and other professional warriors have always taken away from Lartéguy’s famous “two armies” quote—rooted in Lartéguy’s own Vietnam experience—is that the mission is everything, and conventional militaries, by virtue of being vast bureaucratic machines obsessed with rank and privilege, are insufficiently focused on the mission: regardless of whether it is direct action or humanitarian affairs.

			Of course, the conventional officer would reply that the special operator’s field of sight is so narrow that he can’t see anything beyond the mission. “They’re dangerous,” one of Lartéguy’s protagonists says of the paratroopers, “because they go to any lengths . . . beyond the conventional notion of good and evil.” For if the warrior’s actions contradict his faith, his doubts are easily overcome by belief in the larger cause. Lartéguy writes of one soldier: “He had placed the whole of his life under the sign of Christ who had preached peace, charity, brotherhood . . . and at the same time he had arranged for the delayed-action bombs at the Cat-Bi airfield . . . ‘What of it? There’s a war on and we can’t allow Hanoi to be captured.’”

			Vietnam, like Iraq, represented a war of frustrating half measures, fought against an enemy that respected no limits. More than any writer I know, Lartéguy communicates the intensity of such frustrations, which, in turn, create the psychological gulf that separates warriors from both a conscript army and a civilian home front.

			The best units, according to Lartéguy, while officially built on high ideals, are, in fact, products of such deep bonds of brotherhood and familiarity that the world outside requires a dose of “cynicism” merely to stomach. As one Green Beret once wrote me, “There are no more cynical soldiers on the planet than the SF [Special Forces] guys I work with, they snort at the platitudes we are expected to parrot, but,” he went on, “you will not find anyone who gets the job done better in tough environments like Iraq.” In fact, in extreme and difficult situations like Iraq, cynics may actually serve a purpose. For in the regular army there is a tendency to report up the command chain that the mission is succeeding, even if it isn’t. Cynics won’t buy that, and will say so bluntly. Lartéguy immortalizes such soldiers.

			Lartéguy writes that the warrior looks down on the rest of the military as “the profession of the sluggard,” men who “get up early to do nothing.” Yet as one paratrooper notes in The Praetorians:

			In Algeria that type of officer died out. When we came in from operations we had to deal with the police, build sports grounds, attend classes. Regulations? They hadn’t provided for anything, even if one tried to make an exegesis of them with the subtlety of a rabbi.

			Dirty, badly conceived wars in Vietnam and Algeria had begotten a radicalized French warrior class of noncommissioned officers, able to kill in the morning and build schools in the afternoon, which had a higher regard for its Muslim guerrilla adversaries than for regular officers in its own ranks. Such men would gladly advance toward a machine-gun nest without looking back, and yet were “booed by the crowds” upon returning home: so that they saw the civilian society they were defending as “vile, corrupt and degraded.”

			The estrangement of soldiers from their own citizenry is somewhat particular to counterinsurgencies and small wars, where there are no neat battle lines and thus no easy narrative for the people back home to follow. The frustrations in these wars are great precisely because they are not easily communicated. Lartéguy writes: Imagine an environment where a whole garrison of two thousand troops is “held in check” by a small “band of thugs and murderers.” The enemy is able to “know everything: every movement of our troops, the departure times of the convoys . . . Meanwhile we’re rushing about the bare mountains, exhausting our men; we shall never be able to find anything.”

			Because the enemy is not limited by Western notions of war, the temptation arises among a stymied soldiery to bend its own rules. Following an atrocity carried out by French paratroopers that calms a rural area of Algeria, one soldier rationalizes to another: “‘Fear has changed sides, tongues have been loosened . . . We obtained more in a day than in six months fighting, and more with twenty-seven dead than with several hundreds.’” The soldiers comfort themselves further with a quotation from a fourteenth-century Catholic bishop: “When her existence is threatened, the Church is absolved of all moral commandments.” It is the purest of them, Lartéguy goes on, who are most likely to commit torture.

			Here we enter territory that is unrelated to the individual Americans I covered as a correspondent. It is important to make such distinctions. When Lartéguy writes about bravery and alienation, he understands American warriors; when he writes about political insurrections and torture, some exceptions aside, he is talking about a particular caste of French paratroopers. Yet his discussion is relevant to America’s past in Vietnam and Iraq. I don’t mean My Lai and Abu Ghraib, both of which aided the enemy rather than ourselves, but the moral gray area that we increasingly inhabit concerning collateral civilian deaths.

			In The Face of War: Reflections on Men and Combat (1976), Lartéguy writes that contemporary wars are, in particular, made for the side that doesn’t care about “the preservation of a good conscience.” So he asks, “How do you explain that to save liberty, liberty must first be suppressed?” His answer can only be thus: “In that rests the weakness of democratic regimes, a weakness that is at the same time a credit to them, an honor.”

			One thing is clear: we have rarely been good at predicting the next war. And given the history of war, not to mention the undeniable, ongoing transformation of the army toward a greater emphasis on Special Operations, the lessons of The Centurions will persist. So will the need to nurture a professional warrior class that is determined to preserve its honor, even if that inhibits the mission.

			ROBERT D. KAPLAN

		

	
		
			We had been told, on leaving our native soil, that we were going to defend the sacred rights conferred on us by so many of our citizens settled overseas, so many years of our presence, so many benefits brought by us to populations in need of our assistance and our civilization.

			We were able to verify that all this was true, and, because it was true, we did not hesitate to shed our quota of blood, to sacrifice our youth and our hopes. We regretted nothing, but whereas we over here are inspired by this frame of mind, I am told that in Rome factions and conspiracies are rife, that treachery flourishes, and that many people in their uncertainty and confusion lend a ready ear to the dire temptations of relinquishment and vilify our action.

			I cannot believe that all this is true and yet recent wars have shown how pernicious such a state of mind could be and to where it could lead.

			Make haste to reassure me, I beg you, and tell me that our fellow-citizens understand us, support us and protect us as we ourselves are protecting the glory of the Empire.

			If it should be otherwise, if we should have to leave our bleached bones on these desert sands in vain, then beware of the anger of the Legions!

		
			MARCUS FLAVINUS,

				CENTURION IN THE 2ND COHORT OF THE AUGUSTA LEGION,
 TO HIS COUSIN TERTULLUS IN ROME

			
		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I knew them well, the centurions of the wars of Indo-China and Algeria. At one time I was one of their number; then, as a journalist, I became their observer and, on occasion, their confidant.

			I shall always feel attached to those men, even if I should ever disagree with the course they choose to follow, but I feel in no way bound to give a conventional or idealised picture of them.

			This book is first and foremost a novel and the characters in it are imaginary. They might at a pinch, through some feature or incident, recall one or another of my former comrades now famous or dead and forgotten. But there is not one of these characters to whom one could put a name without going astray. On the other hand, the facts, the situations, the scenes of action are almost all taken from real life and I have endeavoured to adhere to the correct dates.

			I dedicate this book to the memory of all the centurions who perished so that Rome might survive.

			JEAN LARTÉGUY

			
		

	
		
			PART ONE

			CAMP ONE

		

	
		
			1

			CAPTAIN DE GLATIGNY’S SENSE OF MILITARY HONOUR

			Tied up to one another, the prisoners looked like a column of caterpillars on the march. They emerged into a little basin, flanked by their Vietminh guards who kept yelling at them: “Di-di, mau-len . . . Keep going, get a move on!” All of them remembered those bicycle-rickshaws they used to take at Hanoi or Saigon only a few weeks or a few months before. They used to shout at the coolies in the same way: “Mau-len, mau-len . . . Get a move on, you bastard, there’s a pretty little half-caste waiting for me in the Rue Catinat. She’s such a slut that if I’m even ten minutes late she’ll have found someone else. Mau-len, mau-len! Our leave’s over, the battalion’s been alerted, we probably jump tonight. Mau-len, hurry up and get past that bit of garden and that slender beckoning figure in white!”

			The basin looked like any other in this part of the country. The trail emerged from the valley, hemmed in between the mountains and the forest, and came out on to a system of rice-fields fitted one into another like inlaid chequer-work. The geometrical pattern of the little mud embankments seemed to separate the colours: the various shades of deep, deep green which are those of paddy-grass.

			The village in the middle of the basin had been destroyed. All that remained was a few charred piles rising above the tall elephant-grass. The inhabitants had fled into the forest, but even so the Political Committee were using these piles as propaganda hoardings. There was a crudely drawn poster of a Thai couple in national dress, the woman with her flat hat, close-fitting bodice and flowing skirt, the man with his baggy black trousers and short jacket. They were represented giving an enthusiastic welcome to a bo-doi, a victorious soldier of the Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam, with a palm-fibre helmet on his head and a huge yellow star on a red ground pinned to his tunic.

			A bo-doi similar to the one in the poster, but who was walking barefoot and carrying a submachine-gun, gave a signal for the prisoners to halt. They sank down into the tall grass on the edge of the trail; they could not use their arms, which were tied behind them, and squirmed about like fragments of worms.

			A Thai peasant had come out of the bush and sidled up towards the prisoners. The bo-doi exhorted him with sharp little phrases which sounded like slogans. Soon there was a whole group of them, all dressed in black, looking at the captured Frenchmen.

			This spectacle seemed incredible to them and they could not decide what attitude to adopt. Not knowing what to do, they stood silent and motionless, ready to take flight. Perhaps they would suddenly see the “long noses” break their bonds and knock down their guards.

			One of the Thais, by dint of every kind of precaution and expression of courtesy, questioned another bo-doi who had just appeared, armed with a heavy Czech rifle which he held in both hands. Very gently, in the protective tone of an elder brother speaking to a younger, the bo-doi replied, but his false modesty made his triumph seem all the more unbearable to Lieutenant Pinières. He rolled over towards Lieutenant Merle:

			“Don’t you think that Viet’s got the nasty expression of a Jesuit on his way back from the Sunday auto-da-fé? They burnt the witch at Dien-Bien-Phu and he must be telling them all about it. The witch was us.”

			Boisfeuras spoke up in his rasping voice, which to Pinières sounded as self-satisfied as the bo-doi’s:

			“He’s telling them that the Vietnamese people have beaten the imperialists and that they’re now free.”

			The Thai had translated this to his companions. He, in his turn, gave himself airs, assumed a protective manner and lordly demeanour, as though the mere fact of speaking the language of these strange little soldiers, masters of the French, allowed him to participate in their victory.

			The Thais gave one or two delighted cries, but not too loud—a few exclamations and smiles, but which they suppressed—and drew closer to the prisoners to have a better look.

			The bo-doi raised his hand and made a speech.

			“Well, Captain Boisfeuras,” Pinières inquired sourly, “what are they saying now?”

			“The Viet’s talking about President Ho’s policy of leniency and telling them not to ill-treat the prisoners, which had never even crossed their minds. The Viet would willingly incite them to do so if only for the pleasure of holding them back. He’s also telling them that at five o’clock this afternoon the garrison of Dien-Bien-Phu surrendered.”

			“Long live President Ho!” the bo-doi exclaimed at the end of his harangue.

			“Long live President Ho!” the group echoed in the toneless, solemn voice of schoolchildren.

			Night had fallen with no intervening twilight. Swarms of mosquitoes and other insect pests set upon the arms, legs and bare chests of the Frenchmen. The Viets could at least fan themselves with leafy branches.

			By rolling his body forward, which forced his neighbours likewise to shift theirs, Pinières had drawn a little closer to Glatigny who was looking up at the sky and appeared to be lost in thought.

			He was the one they had to thank for being tied up together, for he had fallen foul of the Political Commissar. But none of the twenty men shackled to him held it against him, except perhaps Boisfeuras, who had not, however, ventured an opinion on the subject.

			“I say, sir, where does this fellow Boisfeuras come from, who speaks their lingo?”

			Pinières addressed everyone by the familiar “tu,” except Glatigny, out of deference, and Boisfeuras, to show him his dislike.

			Glatigny seemed to have some difficulty in shaking off his thoughts. He had to make a great effort to reply:

			“I’ve only known him for forty-eight hours. He showed up at the strong-point on the 4th of May, in the evening, and it’s a miracle he got through with his convoy of Pims* laden with ammo and supplies. I’d never heard of him until then.”

			Pinières mumbled something and rubbed his head against a tuft of grass to get rid of the mosquitoes.

			 • • • 
Glatigny was anxious to forget the fall of Dien-Bien-Phu, but the events of the last six days, the attacks that had been launched against the strong-point of Marianne II, which he commanded, all these had welded together in a sort of mould so as to form a solid block of weariness and horror.

			The height had been three-quarters surrounded. The Vietminh infantry attacked every night and their heavy mortars harassed the position all day. Out of the whole battalion only forty men were left unscathed or lightly wounded. The rest mingled with the mud in the shell-holes.

			During the night Glatigny had made a final wireless contact with Raspéguy, who had just been promoted to lieutenant-colonel; there was no one else replying to signals or issuing orders. He was the one to whom Glatigny had sent his S O S:

			“I’ve no more supplies, sir, no more ammo, and they’re over-running the position where we’re fighting hand to hand.”

			Raspéguy’s voice, slightly grating but still retaining some of the sing-song intonation of the Basque language, reassured him and infused him with warmth, like a glass of wine after a severe strain.

			“Stick it out, man. I’ll try and get something through to you.”

			This was the first time the great paratrooper had addressed him by “tu.” Raspéguy did not take kindly to staff officers or anyone else too closely in touch with the generals, and Glatigny had once been aide-de-camp to the commander-in-chief.

			Dawn had broken once again and for a moment a silhouette had blocked the rectangle of light which marked the entrance to the shelter.

			The silhouette had bent down, then straightened up again. The man in the mud-stained uniform had carefully laid his American carbine down on the table, then taken off the steel helmet which he was wearing on top of his bush hat. He was barefoot and his trousers were rolled up to his knees. When he turned towards Glatigny, the dull light of that rainy morning had brought out the colour of his eyes which were a very pale watery green.

			He had introduced himself:

			“Captain Boisfeuras. I’ve got forty Pims and about thirty cases with me.”

			The two previous convoys had been forced back after trying to cover the three hundred yards which still connected Marianne II to Marianne III by a shapeless communication trench filled with liquid mud which was under fire from the Viets.

			Boisfeuras had taken a piece of paper out of his pocket and checked his list:

			“Two thousand seven hundred hand-grenades, fifteen thousand rounds; but there are no more mortar shells and I had to leave the ration boxes behind at Marianne III.”

			“How did you manage to get through?” asked Glatigny who was not counting on any further assistance.

			“I persuaded my Pims that they had to keep going.”

			Glatigny looked at Boisfeuras more closely. He was rather short, five foot seven at the most, with slim hips and broad shoulders. He had about the same build as a native of the Haute Région: strong and at the same time slender. Without his prominent nose and full lips, he could have been taken for a half-caste; his rather grating voice emphasized this impression.

			“What’s the latest?” Glatigny asked.

			“We’re going to be attacked tomorrow, at nightfall, by 308 Division, the toughest of the lot; that’s why I dumped the ration boxes so as to bring up a little more ammo.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“Before coming up with the convoy, I went for a little stroll among the Viets and took a prisoner. He was from the 308th and he told me.”

			“H.Q. never let me know.”

			“I forgot to bring the prisoner back—he was a bit of a nuisance—so they wouldn’t believe me.”

			While he spoke he had wiped his hands on his hat and taken a cigarette out of Glatigny’s packet, which was the last he had left.

			“Got a light? Thanks. Can I move in here?”

			“You’re not going back to H.Q.?”

			“What for? We’re done for there, as we are here. The 308th have been reorganized completely; they’re going to go all out and mop up everything that’s still standing.”

			Glatigny began to feel irritated by the newcomer’s complacency and also by that supercilious glint he could see in his eye. He tried to put him in his place:

			“I suppose it was that prisoner of yours who told you all this as well.”

			“No, but a couple of weeks ago I went through the base area of the 308th and I saw the columns of reinforcements arriving.”

			“So you’re in a position to stroll about among the Viets, are you?”

			“Dressed as a nha-que, I’m more or less unrecognizable and I speak Vietnamese pretty well.”

			“But where have you come from?”

			“From the Chinese border. I was running some guerrilla bands up there. One day I got the order to drop everything and make for Dien-Bien-Phu. It took me a month.”

			A Nung partisan dressed in the same uniform as the captain now came into the strong-point.

			“It’s Min, my batman,” said Boisfeuras. “He was up there with me.”

			He began speaking to him in his language. The Nung shook his head. Then he lowered his eyes, put his carbine down next to his officer’s, took off his equipment and went out.

			“What did you say to him?” asked Glatigny whose curiosity had got the better of his antipathy.

			“I told him to clear out. He’s going to try and get to Luang-Prabang through the Nam-Ou valley.”

			“You could escape as well if you tried . . .”

			“Perhaps, but I’m not going to. I don’t want to miss an experience which might be extremely interesting.”

			“Isn’t it an officer’s duty to try and escape?”

			“I haven’t been captured yet; nor have you. But after tomorrow we’ll both be prisoners . . . or corpses; it’s all in the game.”

			“You could join the guerrillas who are around Dien-Bien-Phu.”

			“There are no guerrillas around Dien-Bien-Phu, or if there are they’re hand in glove with the Viets. There again we failed, like everywhere else . . . because we didn’t wage the right sort of war.”

			“I was still with the C.-in-C. a month ago. He didn’t keep anything hidden from me. I took part in the formation of all those bands, and I never heard about any on the Chinese border.”

			“They didn’t always keep to the border; occasionally they even went across into China. I took my orders direct from Paris, from a service attached to the Présidence du Conseil. No one knew of my existence; like that I could always be disowned if anything happened.”

			“If we’re taken prisoner you’re liable to get it in the neck from the Viets.”

			“They don’t know anything about me. I was operating against the Chinese, not against the Viets. My war, if you like, was less localized than yours. Whether in the West, the East or the Far East, Communism forms a whole, and it’s childish to think that by attacking one of the members of this community you can localize the conflict. A few men in Paris had realized this.”

			“You don’t know me from Adam yet you seem to be trusting me already to the extent of telling me things that I might have preferred not to know.”

			“We’re going to have to live together, Captain de Glatigny, maybe for a long time. I liked your attitude when you learned that it was all up with Dien-Bien-Phu and left the C.-in-C., a man of your class and your tradition, to get yourself dropped here.

			“I interpreted that attitude in a sense which perhaps you had never intended. In my eyes, you had abandoned the moribund establishment to rejoin the soldiers and the common herd, those who do the actual fighting, the foundation-stone of any army.”

			That was how Glatigny made the acquaintance of Boisfeuras who now lay a few feet away from him, a prisoner like himself.

			 • • • 
During the night Boisfeuras shifted closer to Glatigny.

			“The age of heroics is over,” he said, “at least the age of cinema heroics. The new armies will have neither regimental standards nor military bands. They will have to be first and foremost efficient. That’s what we’re going to learn and that’s the reason I didn’t try and escape.”

			He held his two hands out to Glatigny, and the latter saw that he had slipped out of his fetters. But he had no reaction; he was even rather bored by Boisfeuras. Everything came to him from a great distance, like an echo.

			Glatigny was lying like a gun dog, his jutting shoulder bearing the weight of his body.

			The crests of the mountains surrounding the basin stood out clearly against the dark background of the night. Clouds drifted across the sky and from time to time the close or distant sound of an aircraft could be heard in the silence.

			He felt no particular urge other than a very remote and very vague desire for warmth. His physical exhaustion was such that he had the impression of being withdrawn from the world, pushed beyond his limits and enabled to contemplate himself from outside. Perhaps this was what Le-Thuong meant by Nirvana.

			At Saigon the Buddhist monk Le-Thuong had tried to initiate him into the mysteries of fasting.

			“The first few days,” he had told him, “you think of nothing but food. However fervent your prayers and your longing for union with God, all your spiritual exercises, all your meditations are tainted by material desires. The liberation of the mind occurs between the eighth and the tenth day. In a few hours it detaches itself from the body. Independent of it, it appears in a startling purity which is made up of lucidity, objectivity and penetrating understanding. Between the thirty-fifth and fortieth day, in the midst of this purity, the urge for food occurs again: this is the final alarm signal given by the organism on the point of exhaustion. Beyond this biological limit, metaphysics cease to exist.”

			Since dawn on 7 May Glatigny had been in this condition. He had the strange feeling of having two separate states of consciousness, one of which was weakening more and more at every moment but still impelled him to give certain orders, make certain gestures, such as tearing off his badges of rank when he had been captured, while the other took refuge in a sort of dull, morose form of contemplation. Until then he had always lived in a world which was concrete, active, friendly or hostile, but logical even in absurdity.

			 • • • 
On 6 May, at eleven o’clock at night, the Viets had blown up the summit of the peak with a mine and forthwith thrown in two battalions which had seized almost the whole of the strong-point and, which was worse, the most commanding positions.

			The French counter-attack by the forty survivors had thus started from the foot of the slope.

			Glatigny recalled the remark Boisfeuras had made: “This is all completely idiotic!” and Pinières’s sharp retort:

			“If you’re nervous about it, sir, there’s no need for you to come with us.”

			But Boisfeuras was without nerves; he had proved this. He simply seemed indifferent to what was happening, as though he was reserving himself entirely for the second part of the drama.

			The counter-attack had been feeble and difficult to get under way. Nevertheless, the men had managed to regain the position, dug-out after dug-out, by means of hand-grenades. At four in the morning the last Viet pinned down on the edge of the crater of the mine had been wiped out; but half the men of the small garrison had lost their lives.

			A sudden silence ensued, isolating Marianne II like an island in the midst of a sea on fire. To the west of the Song Ma, the Vietminh artillery was pounding away at General de Castries’ H.Q. and for a few seconds the glow of the firing alternately spread and faded in the darkness. To the north, Marianne IV, assailed on all sides, was still holding out.

			Cergona, the wireless operator, had been killed at Captain Glatigny’s side. But his set, a PCR 10, which he carried strapped to his back, was still working and crackled gently in the silence. Suddenly the crackling gave way to the voice of Portes, who was in command of the last reserve company centred on Marianne IV. This unit had been made up of the survivors of the three parachute battalions to come to the assistance of Marianne II:

			“Double Blue, I repeat. I am still at the foot of Marianne II. Impossible to break out. The Viets hold the trenches above me and are chucking grenades right on top of us. I’ve only got nine men left. Over.”

			“Blue Three, I’ve told you to counter-attack. Get a move on, for Christ’s sake; we’re also getting grenades tossed at us. You should have reached the summit by now.”

			“Double Blue Three, message received. I’ll try and advance. Out.”

			Silence, followed by another voice insistently repeating:

			“Double Blue Four, reply. Double Blue Four?”

			But Blue could not reply any longer; old Portes had been shot to pieces attempting to gain the summit. His huge frame lay stretched out on a slope and a tiny Viet was going through his pockets.

			Glatigny had listened to this strange wireless conversation with the indifference of a sports professional who has gone into retirement and tunes in to the broadcasts of the matches by sheer force of habit. But this meant that no one now could come to the aid of Marianne II since Marianne III was lost.

			Glatigny could not even summon up enough strength to switch off the PCR 10 which went on crackling until its batteries ran out. Cergona lay with his head in the mud, and the set with its aerial looked like some monstrous beetle which was devouring his body.

			A recognition light floating slowly down on the end of its parachute cast a livid gleam over the peak. On the reverse slope, Glatigny could make out the Vietminh trenches which stood out as a series of unbroken black lines. They looked calm and utterly inoffensive.

			His platoon officers and company commanders began to trickle back one by one to make their report. Ten yards farther off, Boisfeuras sat with his knees drawn up to his chin, looking up into the sky as though seeking a sign from heaven.

			Merle was the first to arrive. He looked lankier than ever and kept picking his nose.

			“I’ve only seven men left in the company, sir, and two magazines of ammo. Not a word from Lacade’s platoon which has disappeared completely.”

			The next to turn up was Sergeant-Major Pontin. The stubble on his cheeks was white; he appeared to be on the point of collapse and on the verge of tears.

			“So long as he breaks down alone in his dug-out,” Glatigny said to himself.

			“Five men left, four magazines,” said the sergeant-major.

			Then he went off to have his break-down.

			Pinières was the last to arrive. He was a senior lieutenant and came and sat down next to Glatigny.

			“Only eight men left, and nothing to put in the rifles.”

			The Viets were now broadcasting the Partisan Song on Marianne II’s frequency:

			Friend, do you hear the black flight of the ravens in the plains

			Friend, do you hear the dull cry of your country in chains . . .

			“That’s funny,” Pinières remarked bitterly, “it really is funny, sir. They’ve even gone and stolen that from me.”

			Pinières had undergone his baptism of fire in an F.T.P. maquis group and had been assimilated into the army: he was one of the rare successes to emerge from this operation.

			Merle reappeared.

			“Better come, sir. They’ve found the kid and he’s dying.”

			“The kid” was Second-Lieutenant Lacade, who had been posted to the parachute battalion three months before, straight from Saint-Cyr and after only a few weeks in a training school.

			Glatigny got up and Boisfeuras followed him, barefoot and with his trousers rolled up to his knees.

			Lacade had received some fragments of grenade in the stomach. His fingers dug into the warm, muddy ground. In the half light Glatigny could hardly distinguish his face, but by the sound of his voice he realized he was done for.

			Lacade was twenty-one years old. To give himself an air of authority, he had grown a whisp of blond moustache and made his voice sound gruff. It had now become adolescent once more, a hesitant voice in which the high tones alternated with the low. The kid was no longer putting on an act.

			“I’m thirsty,” he kept saying, “I’m terribly thirsty, sir.”

			The only answer Glatigny could give was a lie:

			“We’ll have you taken down to Marianne III; there’s an M.O. there.”

			It was silly to believe that anyone, hampered with a casualty, could get through the Viet position between the two strong-points. Even the kid knew this; but now he was willing to believe in the impossible. He pinned his faith on his captain’s promises.

			“I’m thirsty,” he repeated, “but I can certainly hang on until it’s light. You remember, sir, in Hanoi, at the Normandie, those bottles of beer so cold that they were all misted up? It was like touching a piece of ice.”

			Glatigny had taken his hand. He slid his fingers up his wrist to feel his pulse which was weakening. The kid would not be suffering much longer.

			Lacade cried out once or twice again for some beer and muttered a girl’s name, Aline, the name of his little fiancée who was waiting for him in her home in the country, the little fiancée of a Saint-Cyr cadet, bright and gay and not at all well off, who had worn the same dress on Sundays for the last two years.

			His fingers dug still deeper into the mud.

			Boisfeuras sidled up to Glatigny who was still crouching over the body.

			“Seven drafts of Saint-Cyr cadets wiped out in Indo-China. It’s too much, Glatigny, when the result is a defeat. It will be difficult to recover from this drain on our manpower.”

			“A boy of twenty,” said Glatigny, “twenty years of hope and enthusiasm dead. That’s a hell of a capital to throw away, and can’t be easily recovered. I wonder what they think about it in Paris.”

			“They’re just coming out of the theatres about now.”

			At first light the Viets attacked again. The remaining survivors of Marianne II saw them emerging one by one from the openings in their covered trenches. Then the silhouettes started appearing and disappearing, moving swiftly, bounding and rebounding like india-rubber balls. Not a single shot was fired. Glatigny had given orders to reserve what was left of the ammunition for the final assault.

			The captain had a Mills bomb in his hand. He plucked out the pin, keeping his palm pressed down on the spring.

			“All I need do,” he reflected, “is drop it at my feet just as the Viets are on top of me and count up to five; then we’ll all leave this world together, them at the same time as me. I shall have died in the true tradition, like Uncle Joseph in 1940, like my father in Morocco, and my grandfather at Chemin des Dames. Claude will go and join the black battalion of officers’ widows. She’ll be welcome there, she’ll be in good company. My sons will go to La Flèche, my daughters to the Légion d’Honneur.”

			The joints of his fingers clenching the grenade began to ache.

			Less than ten yards off, three Viets in single file had just slipped into a dug-out. He could hear them urging each other on before taking the next bound that would bring them right up to him.

			“One, two, three . . .”

			He hurled the grenade into the dug-out. But he had raised his head and shoulders above the sky-line and drawn several bursts of machine-gun fire. The grenade exploded and lumps of earth and shreds of clothing and flesh came flying through the air.

			He lay flat in the mud. Close by, to his right, he heard the suburban accent of Mansard, a sergeant:

			“They’ve got us now, the bastards; there’s nothing left to fire back at them.”

			Glatigny tore off his badges of rank; he could at least try to pass himself off as an O.R. It would be easier to escape . . . when the time came. Then he stretched out on his side in the hole; all he could do now was wait for the experience that Boisfeuras claimed to be so interesting.

			The explosion of a grenade in his dug-out made him take leave of the Greco-Latin-Christian civilized world. When he regained consciousness he was on the other side . . . among the Communists.

			A voice was shouting out in the darkness:

			“You are completely surrounded. Do not fire. We shall do you no harm. Stand up and keep your hands in the air.”

			This voice uttered each syllable separately, like the sound-track of a badly dubbed cowboy film.

			The voice drew closer; it now addressed itself to Glatigny:

			“Are you alive? Wounded? We shall take care of you, we have medical supplies. Where are your weapons?”

			“I haven’t any. I’m not wounded, only stunned.”

			Glatigny had to make a great effort to speak and was surprised to hear his own voice; he could hardly recognize it, like that time he had listened to the play-back of a talk he had given on Radio Saigon.

			“Don’t move,” the voice went on, “the medical orderly will be coming up soon.”

			Glatigny came to his senses in a long narrow shelter shaped like a tunnel. He was sitting on the ground, his bare back resting against the earth wall. Facing him, a nha-que squatting on his haunches was smoking some foul tobacco rolled up in a piece of old newspaper.

			The tunnel was lit by two candles, but every nha-que who went past kept flashing his electric torch on and off. In the same position as himself, leaning against the earth wall, the captain recognized three Vietnamese paratroopers who were at Marianne II. They glanced across at him, then turned away.

			The nha-que was bare-headed, his upper lip flanked by two symmetrical tufts of two or three long straggly whiskers. He was wearing a khaki uniform without any distinguishing marks and, unlike the other Viets, had no canvas shoes on his feet and his toes wriggled voluptuously in the warm mud of the shelter.

			As he puffed at his cigarette he uttered a few words, and a bo-doi with the supple and sinuous backbone of a “boy” bent over Glatigny:

			“The battaliong commangder asks you where is French major commangding strong-point.”

			Glatigny’s reaction was that of a regular officer; he could not believe that this nha-que squatting on his haunches and smoking foul tobacco was, like him, a battalion commander with the same rank and the same responsibilities as his own. He pointed at him:

			“Is that your C.O.?”

			“That’s him,” said the Viet, bowing respectfully in the direction of the Vietminh officer.

			Glatigny thought that his “opposite number” looked like a peasant from Haute Corrèze, one of whose female ancestors had been raped by a henchman of Attila’s. His face was neither cruel nor intelligent but rather sly, patient and attentive. He fancied he saw the nha-que smile and the two narrow slits of his eyes screw up with pleasure.

			So this was one of the officers of 308 Division, the best unit in the whole People’s Army; it was this peasant from the paddy-fields who had beaten him, Glatigny, the descendant of one of the great military dynasties of the West, for whom war was a profession and the only purpose in life.

			The nha-que emitted three words with a puff of stinking smoke and the interpreter went over to question the Vietnamese paratroopers. Only one of them answered, the sergeant, and with a jerk of his chin he indicated the captain.

			“You are Captain Klatigny, commangding Third Parachute Company, but where is major commangding strong-point?”

			Glatigny now felt it was stupid to have tried to pass himself off as an O.R. He replied:

			“I was in command of the strong-point. There was no major and I was the senior captain.”

			He looked at the nha-que whose eyes kept blinking but whose expression remained inscrutable. They had fought against each other on equal terms; their heavy mortars were just as effective as the French artillery and the air force had never been able to operate over Marianne II.

			Of this fierce hand-to-hand fighting, of this position which had changed hands twenty times over, of this struggle to the death, of all these acts of heroism, of this last French attack in which forty men had swept the Vietminh battalion off the summit and had driven them out of the trenches they had won, there remained no sign on this inscrutable face which betrayed neither respect nor interest nor even hatred.

			The days when the victorious side presented arms to the vanquished garrison that had fought bravely were over. There was no room left for military chivalry or what remained of it. In the deadly world of Communism the vanquished was a culprit and was reduced to the position of a man condemned by common law.

			Up to April 1945 the principles of caste were still in force. Second-Lieutenant Glatigny was then in command of a platoon outside Karlsruhe. He had taken a German major prisoner and brought him back to his squadron commander, de V——, who was also his cousin and belonged to the same military race of squires who were in turn highway robbers, crusaders, constables of the king, marshals of the empire, and generals of the republic.

			The squadron commander had established his H.Q. in a forester’s cottage. He had come out to greet his prisoner. They had saluted and introduced themselves; the major likewise bore a great name in the Wehrmacht and had fought gallantly.

			Glatigny had been struck by the close resemblance between these two men: the same piercing eyes set deep in their sockets, the same elegant formality of manner, the same thin lips and prominent beaky nose.

			He did not realize that he himself also resembled them.

			It was very early in the morning. Major de V—— invited Glatigny and his prisoner to have breakfast with him.

			The German and the Frenchman, completely at ease since they found themselves among people of their own caste, discussed the various places where they might have fought against each other since 1939. To them it was of little consequence that one was the victor and the other the vanquished provided they had observed the rules and had fought bravely. They had a feeling of respect for each other and, what is more, a feeling of friendship.

			De V—— had the major driven to the P.O.W. camp in his own Jeep and, before taking leave of him, shook him by the hand. So did Glatigny.

			The nha-que battalion commander, who had listened to the “boy” interpreter as he translated Glatigny’s reply, now gave an order. A bo-doi laid down his rifle, came up to the captain and took a long cord of white nylon out of his pocket: a parachute rigging-line. He forced his arms behind his back and tied his elbows and wrists together with infinite care.

			Glatigny looked closely at the nha-que and it seemed to him that his half-closed eyes were like the slits in a visor through which someone far less master of himself was peering out at him. His triumph made him feel almost drunk. He would not be able to control himself much longer. He would have to burst out laughing or else strike him.

			But the slits in the visor closed and the nha-que spoke softly. The bo-doi, who had picked his rifle up again, motioned to the Frenchman to follow him.

			For several hours Glatigny trudged along trenches that were thigh-deep in mud, moving against the current of the columns of busy, specialist termites. There were soldier-termites, each with his palm-fibre helmet adorned with the yellow star on a red ground, male or female coolie-termites dressed in black who trotted along under their Vietnamese yokes or Thai panniers. At one stage he passed a column carrying hot rice in baskets.

			All these termites looked indistinguishable, and their faces betrayed no expression of any sort, not even one of those primitive feelings that sometimes disrupt the inscrutability of Asiatic features: fear, contentment, hate or anger. Nothing. The same sense of urgency impelled them towards a common but mysterious goal which lay beyond the present fighting. This hive of sexless insects seemed to operate by remote control, as though somewhere in the depths of this enclosed world there was a monstrous queen, a kind of central brain which acted as the collective consciousness of the termites.

			Glatigny now felt like one of those explorers invented by science-fiction writers, who suddenly find themselves plunged by some sort of time machine into a monstrous bygone age or a still more ghastly world to come.

			He could hardly keep his balance in the mud. The sentry escorting him kept repeating: “Mau-len, mau-len, di-di, di-di.”

			He was brought to a halt at an intersection between two communication trenches. The bo-doi had a word with the post commander, a young Vietnamese who wore an American webbing belt and carried a Colt.

			He looked at the Frenchman with a smile that was almost friendly and asked:

			“Do you know Paris?”

			Glatigny began to see the end of his nightmare.

			“Of course.”

			“And the Quartier Latin? I was a law student. I used to feed at Père Louis’s in the Rue Descartes and often went to the Capoulade for a drink.”

			Glatigny heaved a sigh. The time machine had brought him back to the world of today, next to this young Vietnamese who, at a few years’ interval, had haunted the same streets and frequented the same cafés as himself.

			“Did Gipsy’s in the Rue Cujas exist in your day?” the Vietnamese asked him. “I had some wonderful times there. There was a girl who used to dance there . . . and I felt she was dancing for no one but me.”

			The bo-doi, who did not understand a word of this conversation, was getting impatient. The student with the Colt lowered his eyes, then in a different, curt and unpleasant tone said to the Frenchman:

			“You’ve got to move on now.”

			“Where are they taking me?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Couldn’t you tell the bo-doi to loosen my fetters; my fingers are all numb.”

			“No, that can’t be done.”

			Thereupon he turned his back on Glatigny. He had changed back into a termite and went off slithering in the deep mud.

			He would never escape from this ant-hill, never again see the Luxembourg Gardens in springtime or the girls with their skirts swirling round their thighs and a handful of books clutched under their arm.

			The prisoner and his escort moved on behind Béatrice, the Legion strong-point commanding the north-eastern exit from the Dien-Bien-Phu basin. Béatrice had fallen during the night of 13–14 March and the jungle was already beginning to invade the barbed-wire entanglements and shattered shelters.

			As they emerged from the trench, a shell burst behind them. A solitary gun was still in action at General de Castries’ H.Q. and it was now trained on them.

			Without a pause they entered the dense forest covering the mountains. The path climbed in a straight line up the narrow ravine over which the tops of the giant silk-cotton trees formed a thick canopy.

			Shelters had been cut out of the slope on either side of the path. Glatigny caught a glimpse of some 120-calibre mortars drawn up in a neat row. They glistened faintly in the shadows; they were well oiled and, as a technician, he could not help admiring their maintenance. There were some men lounging about in undress uniform at the entrance to the shelters. They looked far taller than the average Vietnamese and each of them wore a medallion of Mao-Tse-Tung on his breast. This was 350 Division, the heavy division which had been trained in China. The Intelligence Department at Saigon had reported its arrival.

			There were smiles from the men as the captain went past. Perhaps they were hardly aware of him since he did not belong to their world.

			With his hands tied behind his back, Glatigny could not walk properly and waddled from side to side like a penguin. He felt utterly exhausted and sank to the ground.

			The bo-doi leant over him:

			“Di-di, mau-len, keep going, titi.”

			His tone of voice was patient, almost encouraging, but he did not lift a finger to help him.

			The soldiers outside the shelters were now succeeded by nha-ques dressed in black. In a patch of sunlight just above the path sat an old man eating his morning rice. Glatigny had no sense of hunger, thirst, shame or anger; he was not even conscious of his weariness; he felt at the same time extremely old and as though he had just been born. But the heady smell of the rice unleashed an animal reaction in him. He had not eaten for five days and suddenly felt ravenous and cast a greedy eye on the mess-tin.

			“Any to spare?” he asked the old man.

			The nha-que bared his black teeth in a sort of smile and gave a nod. Glatigny turned round to show him his fetters, whereupon the man rolled some rice up into a ball between his earth-stained fingers, carefully detached a sliver of dried fish and popped the lot into his mouth.

			But the soldier gave the captain a push and he had to set off again up the increasingly steep path.

			The sun emerged out of the morning mist; the forest was silent, dense and dark, like one of those dead calm lakes in the crater of a volcano.

			Glatigny now began to understand why Boisfeuras had not tried to escape, why he wanted the “experience.” In his present plight Boisfeuras was the one who kept crossing his mind and not his superiors or his comrades. Like him he wanted to be able to speak Vietnamese, to lean across towards these soldiers and these coolies and ask them various questions:

			“Why do you belong to the Vietminh? Are you married? Do you know who the prophet Marx is? Are you happy? What do you hope to get out of it?”

			He had recovered his curiosity, he was no longer a prisoner.

			Glatigny had reached the top of the hill. Through the trees he could now see the Dien-Bien-Phu basin and, a little to one side, under the eye of a sentry, a small group of figures: the survivors of the strong-point. Boisfeuras was asleep in the ferns; Merle and Pinières were arguing together somewhat heatedly. Pinières was always inclined to be quick-tempered. They called out to him. Boisfeuras woke up and squatted down on his haunches like a nha-que.

			But the bo-doi urged Glatigny on with the butt of his rifle. A short youngish man in a clean uniform stood in front of one of the shelters. He motioned him to come inside. The shelter was comfortable for a change; there was no mud. In the cool shadows, at a child-size table, the officer caught sight of another short young man exactly like the first. He was smoking a cigarette; the packet on the table was almost full. Glatigny longed for a smoke.

			“Sit down,” said the young man, speaking in the accent of the French Lycée at Hanoi.

			But there was no chair. With his foot Glatigny turned over a heavy American steel helmet which happened to be lying there and sat down on it, making himself as comfortable as he could.

			“Your name?”

			“Glatigny.”

			The young man entered this in a sort of account book.

			“Christian name?”

			“Jacques.”

			“Rank?”

			“Captain.”

			“Unit?”

			“I don’t know.”

			The Viet laid his ball-point pen down on the table, and took a deep puff at his cigarette. He looked ever so slightly disconcerted.

			“President Ho-Chi-Minh” (he pronounced the “ch” soft, as the French do) “has given orders that all combatants and the civilian population should be lenient” (he laid great stress on this word) “towards prisoners of war. Have you been badly treated?”

			Glatigny got up and showed him his fettered wrists. The young man raised his eyebrows in surprise and gave a discreet order. The first little man appeared from behind a bivouac of brightly coloured parachute material. He knelt down behind the captain and his nimble fingers undid the complicated knots. All at once the blood rushed back into his paralysed forearms. The pain was unbearable: Glatigny felt like swearing out loud, but the people in front of him were so well behaved that he controlled himself.

			The interrogation went on:

			“You were captured at Marianne II. You were in command of the strong-point. How many men did you have with you?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Are you thirsty?”

			“No.”

			“Then you must be hungry. You’ll be given something to eat presently.”

			“I don’t feel hungry either.”

			“Is there anything you need?”

			If he had been offered a cigarette, Glatigny would not have been able to refuse, but the Vietminh did not do so.

			“I feel sleepy,” the captain suddenly said.

			“I can understand that. It was a tough fight. Our soldiers are smaller and less strong than yours, but they fought with more spirit than you did because they’re willing to lay down their lives for their country.

			“You’re now a prisoner of war and it’s your duty to answer my questions. What was the strength of Marianne II?”

			“I’ve already given you my name, my Christian name, my rank, everything that belongs to me. The rest isn’t mine to give and I know of no international convention that obliges officer prisoners to provide the enemy with information while their comrades are still fighting.”

			Another heavy sigh from the Vietminh. Another deep puff at his cigarette.

			“Why do you refuse to answer?”

			Why? Glatigny was beginning to wonder himself. There must be some ruling on this matter in military regulations. Every eventuality is provided for in regulations, even what never comes to pass.

			“Military regulations forbid a prisoner to give you information.”

			“So you only fought because military regulations obliged you to do so?”

			“Not only for that reason.”

			“In refusing to talk, then, perhaps you’re abiding by your sense of military honour?”

			“You can call it that if you like.”

			“You have an extremely bourgeois conception of military honour. This honour of yours allows you to fight for the interests of the bloated colonials and bankers of Saigon, to massacre people whose only desire is peace and independence. You are prepared to wage war in a country which doesn’t belong to you, an unjust war, a war of imperialist conquest. Your honour as an officer adjusts itself to this but forbids you to contribute to the cause of peace and progress by giving the information I request.”

			Glatigny’s immediate reaction was typical of his class; he assumed an air of haughtiness. He was remote and disinterested, as though he was not personally involved at all, and slightly disdainful. The Vietminh noticed this; his eyes glinted, his nostrils dilated and his lips curled over his teeth.

			“His French education,” Glatigny reflected, “must have weakened his perfect control over his facial expression.”

			The Vietminh had half risen from his seat:

			“Answer! Didn’t your sense of honour oblige you to defend the position you held to the last man? Why didn’t you die defending the ‘peak of your fathers’?”

			For the first time in the conversation the Vietminh had used an expression translated directly from Vietnamese into French: the “peak of your fathers” for “your ancestral land.” This minor linguistic problem took Glatigny’s mind off the question of military honour. But the little man in green persisted:

			“Answer! Why didn’t you die defending your position?”

			Glatigny also wondered why. He could have done, but he had thrown the grenade at the Viets.

			“I can tell you,” the Vietminh went on. “You saw our soldiers who looked puny and undersized advancing to attack your trenches, in spite of your artillery, your mines, your barbed-wire entanglements and all the arms the Americans had given you. Our men fought to the death because they were serving a just and popular cause, because they knew, as we all know, that we have the Truth, the only Truth, on our side. That is what made our soldiers invincible. And because you didn’t have these reasons, here you are alive, standing in front of me, a prisoner and vanquished.

			“You bourgeois officers belong to a society which is out of date and polluted by the selfish interests of class. You have helped to keep humanity in the dark. You’re nothing but obscurantists, mercenaries incapable of explaining what they are fighting for.

			“Go on, then, try and explain! You can’t, eh?”

			“We’re fighting, my dear sir, to protect the people of Viet-Nam from Communist slavery.”

			Later on, when discussing this reply with Esclavier, Boisfeuras, Merle and Pinières, Glatigny was forced to admit that he was not quite sure how it had occurred to him. In actual fact Glatigny was only fighting for France, because the legal government had ordered him to do so. He had never felt he was there to defend the Terres Rouges plantations or the Bank of Indo-China. He obeyed orders, and that was that. But he had suddenly realized that this reason alone could not possibly seem valid to a Communist. A few fleeting thoughts had flashed through his mind, some notions as yet undefined: Europe, the West, Christian civilization. These had occurred to him all at once and then he had had this idea of a crusade.

			Glatigny had scored a direct hit. The narrowed eyes, the dilated nostrils, every feature of the funny little man now expressed nothing but pure, relentless hatred, and he had difficulty in speaking:

			“I’m not a Communist, but I believe that Communism promises freedom, progress and peace for the masses.”

			When he had recovered his self-control, he lit another cigarette. It was Chinese tobacco and had a pleasant smell of new-mown hay. The Viet went on in the declamatory tone to which he seemed to be partial:

			“Officer in the pay of the colonialists, you are for that very reason a criminal. You deserve to be tried for your crime against humanity and to be given the usual sentence: death.”

			It was fascinating. Boisfeuras was absolutely right. A new world was being revealed, one of the principles of which was: “Whoever opposes Communism is ipso facto a war criminal beyond the pale of humanity: he must be hanged like those who were tried at Nuremberg.”

			“Are you married?” the Vietminh asked. “Are your parents alive? Any children? A mother?

			“Think of their grief when they learn that you have been executed. Because they can’t imagine, can they, that the martyred people of Viet-Nam will pardon their torturers? They will mourn their dead husband, their son, their father.”

			The act was becoming tiresome and in poor taste.

			The Vietminh fell silent for a moment to fill his soul with compassion for this poor French family in mourning, then went on:

			“But President Ho knows that you are sons of the French people who have been led astray by the American colonialists and imperialists. The French people is our friend and fights by our side in the camp of Peace. President Ho who knows this has asked the civilian population and combatants of Viet-Nam to stifle their righteous anger towards the prisoners and to apply a policy of leniency.”

			“In the Middle Ages,” Glatigny reflected, “they used this same word ‘apply,’ but in a different context.”

			“We shall take good care of you; you’ll get the same rations as our soldiers. You’ll also be taught the Truth. We shall re-educate you by means of manual labour, which will enable you to emend your bourgeois education and redeem your life of idleness.

			“That is what the people of Viet-Nam will give you as a punishment for your crimes—the Truth. But you must repay this generosity by complying with all our orders.”

			Glatigny liked the commissar better when he was carried away by his hatred, for by restoring his normal reactions this hatred at least made him human. When he became smarmy and sanctimonious like this, he frightened and at the same time fascinated him. This sad little man, who hovered about like a ghost in clothes several sizes too large for him and who spoke about Truth with the vacant gaze of a prophet, plunged him back into the termite nightmare. He was one of the antennae of the monstrous brain which wanted to reduce the world to a civilization of insects rooted in their certainty and efficiency.

			The voice went on:

			“Captain Glatigny, how many men did you have with you in your position?”

			“I feel sleepy.”

			“We could easily find out simply by counting the dead and the prisoners, but I would rather you told me.”

			“I feel sleepy.”

			Two soldiers came in and one again tied up the captain’s arms, elbows, wrists and fingers. They did not forget the running noose round his neck. The political commissar looked at the bourgeois officer with disdain. Glatigny—the name reminded him of something. He was suddenly brought back to the Hanoi Lycée. He had read the name somewhere in the history of France. There was a famous war leader called Glatigny, a man of murder, rape and passion, who had been made a constable by the king and who had died for his royal master. The sad young man was not only part of the Vietminh, a cog in an immense machine. All his recollections as a little yellow boy bullied by his white school-fellows flooded back into his mind and brought him out in a sweat. He could now humiliate France right back to her remote past and he was so afraid that this Glatigny might not be a descendant of the constable’s, which would balk him of this strange triumph, that he refused to ask him.

			“Captain,” he declared, “because of your attitude all your colleagues who were taken prisoner with you will likewise be tied up and they’ll know that they owe this to you.”

			The guards dragged Glatigny off to a deep ravine in the heart of the jungle.

			There was a hole there, six feet long, two feet wide, three feet deep: a classical fox-hole which could easily serve as a grave. One of the guards checked his fetters, then stood him over the hole. The other loaded his submachine-gun.

			“Di-di, di-di, mau-len.”

			Glatigny took a pace forward and lowered himself into the trench. He lay stretched out on his numb and fettered arms. Above him the sky looked particularly clear through the foliage of the tall trees. He closed his eyes, to die or else to sleep . . .

			Next morning they hauled him off and shackled him to his comrades. The man in front of him was Sergeant Mansard who kept repeating:

			“We don’t hold it against you, you know, sir.”

			And to reassure him, he began talking through clenched teeth about Boulogne-Billancourt where he was born, about a dance-hall on the banks of the Seine adjoining a gas station. He used to go there every Saturday with girls whom he knew well since he had been brought up with them. But their pretty dresses, their lipstick suddenly gave them fresh confidence, which made him feel shy.

			When Glatigny took command of the battalion, Mansard had not thought much of him. In the eyes of the ex-machinist he was nothing but a high-class gent from G.H.Q. Saigon. Now, with clumsy tact, the N.C.O. tried to make him see that he regarded him as being on his side and that he was proud his captain had not bowed his head before the little apes.

			He rolled over towards Mansard and his shoulder brushed the sergeant’s. Thinking he was cold, Mansard pressed up against him.

			
		

	
		
			2

			CAPTAIN ESCLAVIER’S SELF-EXAMINATION

			Stretched out in the paddy-field, where the mud mingled with the flattened stubble, the ten men huddled close together. Every so often they dozed off, woke up with a start in the damp night, then sank back again into their nightmares.

			Esclavier held on to Lieutenant Lescure by his webbing belt. Lescure was raving; he might have got up and started walking straight ahead, giving that yell of his: “They’re attacking, they’re attacking! Send over some chickens . . . some ducks!”* He would not have obeyed the Vietminh sentry who told him to stop and would have got himself shot.

			Lescure was quite calm at the moment; every so often he gave a little whimper, like a puppy.

			In the depths of the darkness a Jeep could be heard slithering along the muddy track, its engine labouring, racing and fading in jerks. It sounded rather like a fly in a closed room knocking against the window-panes. The engine stopped, but Esclavier who had woken up waited hopefully for the familiar noise to start up again.

			“Di-di, di-di, mau-len.”

			The sentry’s words of command were accompanied by a few mild and “lenient” blows with the butt of his rifle, which set the shapeless mass of prisoners in motion.

			But a voice now addressed them in French:

			“On your feet! Get up! You’ve got to come and push a Jeep of the Viet-Nam People’s Army.”

			The tone was patient, certain of being obeyed. The words were distinct, the pronunciation surprisingly and at the same time disturbingly perfect. Lacombe struggled to his feet with a sigh and the rest followed suit. Esclavier knew that Lacombe would always be the first to display obedience and eagerness, that he would turn the other flabby, baby-pink cheek to curry favour with the guards. He would be the model prisoner to the point of turning stool-pigeon. He would flatter the Viets to earn a few privileges, but above all because they were now on top and because he always obeyed the stronger side. To excuse his attitude in the eyes of his comrades, he would try to make them believe that he was hoodwinking the gaolers and exploiting them for the common good.

			Esclavier had known this type of man only too well in Mathausen camp. All the inmates there had had their individuality steeped in a bath of quicklime, and all that remained was the bare essentials. Those simplified creatures could then be put into one of three categories: the slaves, the wild ones and what Esclavier with a certain amount of scorn called “the fine souls.” Esclavier had been a wild one because he was anxious to survive. Lacombe’s true character was that of a slave, a “boy” who would not even steal from his master, who would never make a bid for freedom. But he wore the uniform of a French Army captain and he had to be taught how to behave even if it killed him.

			A slim figure wearing a fibre helmet towered over Esclavier and the voice, which by dint of being so precise sounded disembodied, made itself heard again:

			“Aren’t you going to help your comrades push the Jeep?” 

			“No,” Esclavier replied.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Captain Philippe Esclavier, of the French Army. What’s yours?”

			“I’m an officer of the People’s Army. Why do you refuse to carry out my orders?”

			It was not so much a reproach as the statement of an inexplicable fact. With the painstaking care of a conscientious but circumscribed schoolmaster the Vietminh officer was trying to understand the attitude of the big child lying at his feet. Yet the method had been drummed into him in the training schools of Communist China. First of all he had to analyse, then explain and finally convince. This method was infallible; it was part and parcel of the huge perfect whole which Communism represents. It had succeeded with all the prisoners of Cao-Bang. The Viet bent over Esclavier and with a touch of condescension explained:

			“President Ho-Chi-Minh has given orders for the People’s Army of Viet-Nam to apply a policy of leniency towards all prisoners led astray by the imperialist capitalists . . .”

			Lescure made as if to wake up and Esclavier took a firmer grip on his belt. The lieutenant did not realize, and perhaps never would, that the French Army had been defeated at Dien-Bien-Phu; if he woke up suddenly he would be capable of strangling the Vietminh.

			The can-bo went on:

			“You have been treated well, you will continue to be, but it’s your duty to obey the orders of the Vietnamese people.”

			In curt, ringing tones, imbued with violence, anger and irony, and seething with revolt, Esclavier replied for all to hear:

			“We have been living in the Democratic Republic of Viet-Nam for only a few hours but we are already in a position to appreciate your policy of leniency. Instead of killing us off decently, you’re letting us die from exhaustion and cold. And on top of this, you demand that we should be full of gratitude for good old President Ho and the People’s Army of Viet-Nam.”

			“He’ll get us all killed, the silly bastard,” Lacombe reflected. “It was hard enough persuading him to surrender, and now he’s starting all over again. But all I ask is to understand this popular republic of theirs. That’s the only line to take, now that it’s all over and we can’t do a thing about it.”

			Esclavier did not stop there. This time, fortunately, he spoke for himself:

			“I refuse to push the Jeep. You can look upon that as my personal choice. I would rather be killed on the spot than die by slow degrees, demean myself and perhaps become corrupted in your narrow universe. So please be good enough to give the orders to finish me off straightaway.”

			“That’s done it,” Lacombe said to himself. “A couple of sentries will force him to his feet with their rifle-butts, drag him off to the nearest ravine and put a bullet through his head That will put an end to Captain Esclavier’s insolence.”

			But the can-bo did not lose his temper: he was beyond anger.

			“I’m an officer in the People’s Army of Viet-Nam. I have to see that President Ho’s orders are properly carried out. We are poor; we haven’t many medical facilities or clothing or rice. First of all we’ve got to provide our own combatants with supplies and ammunition. But you will be treated in the same way as the men of our people in spite of your crimes against humanity. President Ho has asked the people of Viet-Nam to forgive you because you have been led astray and I shall give orders to the soldiers guarding you . . .”

			This speech was so impersonal, so mechanical, that it suggested the voice of an old priest saying Mass. Lescure, who was once a choir-boy and had just woken up, responded quite naturally: “Amen.” Then he burst out into a long strident laugh which ended up in a sort of breathless panting.

			“My comrade has gone mad,” said Esclavier.

			The Vietminh had a primitive horror of madmen, of whom it is said that the mah-quis* have devoured their brain. The people’s democracy and the declarations of President Ho were of no more avail to him. The darkness was suddenly thronged with all the absurd phantoms of his childhood, with that seething populace that inhabits the waters, the earth and the heavens and never leaves man alone and in peace for an instant. The mah-quis slip through the mouths of children, they try to steal the souls of the dead.

			He was frightened but, so as not to show his fear, he said a few words to one of the sentries and went back to his Jeep. He switched on the engine; the prisoners all round him started to push. The wheels lifted out of the ditch, the engine started purring; all the mah-quis of darkness were exorcized forthwith by the reassuring sound of the machine, that brutal music of Marxist society.

			“Di-di,” said the sentries, as they led the prisoners back, “now you can sleep.”

			 • • • 
The mah-quis had devoured Lescure’s brain. During the week before the surrender the lieutenant had not stopped taking maxiton pills, which were included with the rations, and had eaten very little proper food. Lescure had a thin, lanky body, blotchy skin and lacklustre hair. There was nothing to qualify him for an army career. But he was the son of a colonel who had been killed on the Loire in 1940. One of his brothers had been executed by the Germans and another was condemned to a wheelchair ever since receiving a shell burst in the spinal column at Cassino.

			Unlike his father and two brothers, all robust military animals, Yves Lescure delighted in a mild form of anarchy. He was fond of music, the companionship of friends, old books with fine bindings. As a token of loyalty to the memory of his father, he had gone to Coetquidan School, and of those two years spent in the damp marshes of Brittany, among somewhat limited but efficient and disciplined creatures, he retained a depressing memory of an endless succession of practical jokes and inordinate physical effort. This had left him with the impression that he would never be equal to a task for which he had such little inclination.

			But to please the casualty of Cassino, to enable him to go on living in the war through the medium of himself, he had volunteered for Indo-China and, without any preliminary training, had dropped into Dien-Bien-Phu—a feat that his disabled brother would have longed to perform had he been able. Lieutenant Lescure had derived little pleasure from the experience.

			Esclavier had seen him come down on one of those wonderful evenings that occur just before the rainy season, looking like a bundle of bones in his uniform, having forgotten his personal weapon, and with an expression of utter bewilderment on his face.

			The heavy Vietminh mortars were pounding away at Véronique II and the clouds drifting low in the overcast sky were fringed with gold like gypsy shawls.

			He had reported to Esclavier: “Lieutenant Lescure, sir.”

			Dropping his haversack at his feet—a haversack containing books but no change of clothing—he had looked up at the sky:

			“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

			Esclavier, who had no time for “day-dreamers,” had curtly replied:

			“Yes, very beautiful indeed. The parachute battalion holding this position, of which I am in command, was six hundred strong a fortnight ago; there are now ninety of us left. Out of twenty-four officers, only seven are still in a condition to fight.”

			Lescure had apologized at once.

			“I know I’m not a paratrooper, I haven’t much talent for this sort of warfare, I’m clumsy and inefficient, but I’ll try to do my best.”

			Lescure, who was scared stiff of not being able “to do his best” had taken to maxiton a few days later. He had taken part in every attack and counter-attack, more oblivious than courageous, living in a sort of secondary state of consciousness. One night he had gone off into no-man’s-land to rescue a sergeant-major who had been wounded in the legs.

			“Why did you do that?” the captain had asked him.

			“My brother would have done it, only he can’t any longer. By myself, I couldn’t even have attempted it.”

			“Your brother?”

			And Lescure had explained quite simply that it was not himself who was at Dien-Bien-Phu, but his brother Paul who was wheeled round Rennes in an invalid chair. His courage was Paul’s, but the clumsiness, the sunsets, the fear—those were all his own.

			Since then the captain had begun to keep an eye on him, as the N.C.O.s and privates in his company had already done for some time.

			For Véronique, as for all the other positions that were still holding out, the “cease-fire” had come into effect at seventeen-hundred hours. It was then Lescure had collapsed, yelling:

			“Quick, some ducks, some chickens! They’re attacking!”

			Esclavier had continued to keep an eye on him.

			 • • • 
In the middle of the night they were woken up and had to abandon the half-light of the paddy-field for the pitch-black darkness of the forest. They followed a path through the jungle. Branches kept lashing their faces; the slimy earth slid from under their feet or else suddenly swelled into a hard mound against which they barked their shins. They had the impression they were going round and round in an endless circle.

			“Di-di, mau-len,” the sentries kept shouting.

			The darkness began to fade. They emerged at first light into the Muong-Phan basin.

			Esclavier recognized the figure of Boisfeuras outside the first hut. They had untied his hands; in a bamboo pipe he was smoking some thuoc-lao, a very strong tobacco which was cured in molasses. A sentry had given it to him after he had exchanged a joke or two with him in his own dialect.

			“Want some?” Boisfeuras asked in his rasping voice.

			Esclavier took a few puffs which were so harsh that they made him cough. Lescure started yelling his war-cry:

			“Some chickens, some ducks!”

			And he made a rush at a sentry to grab his weapon. Esclavier held him back just in time.

			“What’s the matter with him?” Boisfeuras asked.

			“He’s gone off his head.”

			“And you’re acting as his nurse?”

			“Sort of . . . Where are you quartered?”

			“In the hut with some of the others.”

			“I’ll join you.”

			Lescure had calmed down and Esclavier held him by the hand like a child.

			“I’ll bring Lescure with me. I can’t leave him on his own. During the last fortnight this choir-boy, this wet rag, has surpassed even himself. He has performed more acts of courage than the rest of us put together—and do you know why? To please a cripple who lives ten thousand miles away and won’t ever know a thing about it. Is that good enough for you?”

			“And it’s to save his skin that you didn’t try and escape?”

			“There’s nothing to stop me now; the others will take care of Lescure. We might have a go at it together. The jungle’s your home ground. I remember the lectures you gave us when we were due to be dropped into Laos during the Japanese occupation. You used to say: ‘The jungle is not for the strongest, but for the wiliest, the one with most stamina, the man who can keep his head.’ And we all knew you said this from personal experience. Have you got any plan in mind?”

			“I’ve all sorts of ideas, but I’m not going to try to escape, at least not yet . . .”

			“If I didn’t know you, I’d say you were afraid of it. But I’ve no doubt you’re thinking up some wildcat scheme or other in your complicated Chinaman’s brain!

			“I didn’t realize you were at Dien-Bien-Phu. What were you up to there? I thought you would never have anything to do with that sort of pitched battle.”

			“I had started something up north, on the border of Yunnan. Something that was liable to annoy the Chinese. It misfired . . . I withdrew to Dien-Bien-Phu on foot.”

			“The same sort of hare-brained wheeze as your pirate-junks in the Baie d’Along, in which you planned to go marauding up the coast of Hainan?”

			“This time it was something to do with leper-colonies.”

			Esclavier burst out laughing. He was glad to have run into Boisfeuras again, barefoot in the mud and surrounded by the bo-dois, but as completely at ease as he had been the year before on the rickety bridge of a heavy junk with purple sails, in charge of a band of pirates recruited from the remnants of the armies of Chiang-Kai-Shek.

			Another of his “hare-brained schemes” had been to arm the Chin and Naga headhunters of Burma and launch them against the rear of the Japanese Army. Boisfeuras who was then serving in the British Army had been one of the few survivors of this operation and had been awarded the D.S.O.

			Boisfeuras was the man he needed to accompany him on his escape. He was full of resource, a good walker, used to the climate, and acquainted with the languages and customs of a good number of the tribes in the Haute Région.

			“Come on, let’s have a try at it together.”

			“No, Esclavier; I’m all for waiting. I’d advise you to as well.”

			“I can’t. I once spent two years in a concentration camp and in order to survive I was reduced to do certain things which horrify me every time I think of them. I swore I would never allow myself to be in a position where I would have to do them again.”

			Esclavier had squatted down at Boisfeuras’s feet and with a sliver of bamboo involuntarily began tracing some figures which were the mountains, others which were the rivers, and a long sinuous line running between the rivers and the mountains, which was his proposed escape route.

			No, he could not start being a prisoner all over again . . .

			 • • • 
The first mission which Esclavier carried out as a cadet had occurred without a hitch. He retained a fond recollection of his parachute jump by night. It was in the month of June and he had had the impression of being buried alive among the tall grass and wild flowers, of sinking deep into the rich scented soil of France.

			There were three men waiting for him: Touraine peasants, who conducted him and his wireless operator to a big manor-house. There they settled them into a lumber-room above a barn.

			From this hide-out they could keep the main road under observation and instantly report the movements of the German convoys. Runners came in from the neighbourhood of Nantes with messages and information, which had to be encoded and transmitted. Neither Esclavier nor the wireless operator was allowed to leave the house but all the scents of spring were wafted into their attic.

			A merry servant girl, a little animal with lively gestures and rosy cheeks, brought them their meals, sometimes a bunch of flowers, and always some delicious fruit.

			One afternoon Philippe put his arms round her; she did not struggle but returned his kisses with clumsy ardour. He arranged to meet her in the barn below; they met. In the heady smell of the hay, with their ears pricked for the slightest noise, like animals lying in wait, they clumsily embraced and were suddenly carried off by the raging torrent of their desire.

			From time to time a bat on its darting flight would brush against their intertwined bodies. Philippe could feel the girl’s loins tremble beneath his hands and a fresh surge of desire overwhelmed him.

			When he climbed back to the lumber-room, limp with fatigue and with the smell of the crushed straw and their love-making fresh in his nostrils, the wireless operator handed him a signal: it was an order for him to liquidate an Abwehr agent, a Belgian passing himself off as a refugee, who had been taken on as an agricultural labourer in a number of farms.

			The peasants were chatterboxes; they loved to talk about what they were doing and hinted that their barns were not only used for the purpose of storing hay. Three of them had just been arrested and shot. This they owed to the Belgian in the Abwehr.

			The wireless operator was also keen on the servant girl and jealous of Philippe’s success. He sniggered:

			“All on one day—bloodshed, ecstasy and death!”

			The wireless operator was an educated man: a lecturer at Edinburgh University.

			The Belgian was working on a neighbouring farm; after supper his employer asked him in for a drink, to give the two other farm-hands time to dig a grave behind the dung-heap.

			Philippe waited by the door of the living-room, hugging the wall. He had butterflies in the stomach and his dagger felt slippery in his sweaty palm.

			He would never be able to kill the Belgian. How had he managed to get mixed up in this damned business? He should have listened to his father and stayed behind with him, sheltered by his books instead of playing at hired assassins.

			The man came stumbling out, impelled by a shove from the owner of the farm. He had his back turned to Philippe, who sprang forward and buried the dagger between his shoulder-blades, as he had been taught during his commando training. But the blow lacked sufficient strength. Philippe had to repeat it several times over while the peasant sat astride the man’s waist to prevent him from fighting back. A filthy butchery! They emptied the Belgian’s pockets. Orders had been given for his papers to be sent back to London. Then they tipped the body into the hole by the dung-heap.

			Philippe went and vomited behind a low wall.

			Bloodshed, ecstasy and death . . .

			When he got back to the farm he caught the wireless operator in the act of fornicating with the servant girl. In the arms of this ginger-headed runt, she was heaving the same sighs of pleasure as she had with him an hour or two before. At first his feelings were hurt but he resolved to be cynical about it and came to an arrangement with the operator whereby they each made use of the girl in turn.

			Philippe Esclavier succeeded on his second mission, which he carried out on his own, but was arrested before he could even embark on his third.

			He had been dropped in with Staff-Sergeant Beudin. The Germans, who had got wind of the operation, were waiting for them on the ground. Beudin, who landed in a stream, managed to escape, but Philippe had a pair of handcuffs snapped round his wrists before he was even able to unfasten his parachute harness and draw his revolver.

			He was conducted forthwith to the Préfecture at Rennes and brought before the Gestapo. After being tortured, he had been deported to Mathausen camp.

			In his barrack-room there was a skinny little Jew without family or country who had sided with the Communists for some sort of protection. That was what had saved him from the gas chamber. His name was Michel Weihl. The Communist organization within the camp had entrusted him with the task of obtaining information on the newcomer.

			“He’s a Free French agent from London who was dropped in by parachute,” Weihl had reported one evening to the man responsible for that particular barrack-room, a certain Fournier.

			“Then he may as well be left on the list of the detachment that’s leaving for the salt mines.”

			Weihl had warned the newcomer. Esclavier had then gone to Fournier and told him that he was the son of the Front Populaire professor.

			Fournier had been staggered. The name of Esclavier was still held in great repute among the left and extreme-left wing. But so as not to show his surprise, he had replied:

			“The Socialists are a soft bourgeois lot. If you want us to help you, you’ll have to join our ranks, the Communists.”

			Philippe Esclavier had agreed to this and his name had been taken off the list. But during the whole of his captivity he had continued to serve the Communists who constituted the only efficient hierarchy in the camp.

			What they demanded of him sometimes defied all the rules of the accepted moral code. As a Communist, he might have considered himself absolved by reason of the higher interests of the cause for which he was fighting. But he had never been a Communist, he had only cheated in order to survive; all he had been was a dirty bastard.

			 • • • 
Boisfeuras’s harsh grating voice brought him back to the Muong-Phan basin:

			“Day-dreaming, Esclavier? It’s not good for a prisoner to take refuge in the past. He loses his grip, goes into a decline. Come on, I’ll show you where we hang out.”

			Esclavier and the new arrivals reached the huts and sank down on to the bamboo bunks. They heaved a sigh of well-being. It was dry, clean and warm.

			Glatigny had propped himself up on his elbows as Esclavier came in.

			“Hallo,” he said to himself, “here’s that proud brute without his dagger or his long-barrelled Colt . . . and without Raspéguy for once.”

			Esclavier had recognized Glatigny. He bowed slightly from the waist with the affected elegance of a man of the world.

			“Hallo, it’s you, my dear fellow. How’s the C.-in-C.? And his daughter, that dear girl Martine?”

			Glatigny reflected that some day or another he would have to bash Esclavier’s face in, but that this was hardly the moment. He had almost done so one evening in Saigon, when he had prevented Martine, the general’s daughter, from going out with the captain. Esclavier would have made her drink too much and maybe taken her to an opium den, then he would have slept with her, and next morning he would have laughed in her face like the big hoodlum he was.

			Glatigny fell back on his bunk and Esclavier went and lay down close at hand.

			“All the same, I was surprised,” the paratrooper went on, “not to say extremely surprised, that you should have come and joined us.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“Meaning that you’re not just a G.H.Q. puppet or the duenna of that dear Martine, but also . . .”

			“Yes?”

			“But also perhaps . . . an officer . . .”

			Esclavier sprang to his feet and went to fetch Lescure who was standing stock-still with a vacant expression in his eyes and his arms swinging loosely by his side.

			With infinite care, not to say gentleness, Esclavier made him lie down and placed a kitbag under his head.

			“He’s raving,” he said. “He’s lucky; he doesn’t realize that the French Army has been beaten by a handful of little yellow dwarfs because of the stupidity and inertia of its leaders. And you yourself must have felt this so strongly, Glatigny, that you abandoned them and came and joined us, ready to commit yourself in our company.”

			Lescure sat up with a start and, stretching out his hand, began burbling:

			“Here they come, here they come, all green like caterpillars! They’re swarming all over the place, they’re going to eat us up! Quick, for Christ’s sake—some chickens, some ducks . . . And while you’re about it, why not some partridges, also some thrushes, some pheasants and some hares. We’ve got to let fly with everything we’ve got, to crush the caterpillars which are going to devour the whole wide world!”

			Immediately afterwards he fell asleep and his face was once more the face of the dreamy, immature adolescent who liked Mozart and the symbolist poets. And from the depths of his madness there came to him the opening bars of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik.

			 • • • 
Daylight had transformed the absurd, hostile world of the previous night and the smell of hot rice rose in the still morning air. The prisoners, who now numbered thirty or so, were gathered round a basket of woven bamboo full of snow-white rice steaming gently in the sun. Some tea had been poured out for them in empty bully-beef tins, but this was simply an infusion of guava leaves. A few mouthfuls of rice sufficed to appease their hunger now that their stomachs had shrunk so much.

			The bo-dois ate the same rice and drank the same tea. They appeared to have forgotten their victory in order to commune together in this elementary rite. The sun rose higher and higher in the pewter-coloured sky, the glare became painful, the heat suffocating. Somewhere in the distance an aircraft dropped a stick of bombs.

			“The war’s still on,” Pinières remarked with satisfaction.

			With his large paw he kept squashing the mosquitoes on his red-tufted chest. He looked at a sentry as though he longed to strangle him; that skinny neck was a temptation . . . The war was still on.

			Unconsciously, the bo-dois stiffened and resumed their surly attitude; the morning’s truce had come to an end.

			Lacombe had gone off with a big handful of rice wrapped up in a banana leaf, which he tried to hide. With a nudge of his elbow Esclavier made him drop the rice, which fell in the mud.

			“It’s my rice, after all,” Lacombe began to whine.

			“Try and behave yourself in the future.”

			A sentry had angrily advanced on the paratroop captain, lifting his rifle butt to strike him, then he had held back; the slogan of the policy of leniency had deterred him just in time. He now drew the other soldiers’ attention to the spilled rice and jabbered furiously. Esclavier gathered he was saying something about colonialism and the people’s rice.

			Glatigny could not help admiring his comrade for having tried to impose a certain standard of behaviour on the group.

			Then he relapsed into his day-dream and strove to remember: he had been a prisoner for two days, so it was now the 8th of May. What would Claude be doing back in Paris? She loved the smells of the markets and the colour of the fruit. He pictured her stopping for a moment in front of a stall in the Rue de Passy. Marie was with her, because, in the eyes of the old cook, she had never grown up and was still incapable of managing her life by herself. Claude thrust her bottom lip out slightly and in her low distinguished voice politely asked the prices. And Marie buzzed about behind her:

			“I’ve got some money, milady, let me see to it.”

			Claude turned round towards her:

			“But, Marie, supposing I can’t pay you back; there’s still no news of the captain.”

			“I’ll stay on; I’ll take some job or other in a restaurant. For once they’ll get some decent food. The children belong to me just as much as to you.”

			The wart above Marie’s lip quivered with indignation.

			A newspaper-boy went past shouting out the latest bulletin: “Dien-Bien-Phu fallen; no news of the seven thousand prisoners or three thousand casualties.”

			The little countess with the doe-like eyes suddenly turned aside and started weeping silently.
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