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Jacqueline Harpman was born in Etterbeek, Belgium in 1929. Being half Jewish, the family fled to Casablanca when the Nazis invaded, and only returned home after the war. After studying French literature she started training to be a doctor, but could not complete her training due to contracting tuberculosis. She turned to writing in 1954 and her first work was published in 1958. In 1980 she qualified as a psychoanalyst. Harpman wrote over fifteen novels and won numerous literary prizes, including the Prix Médicis for Orlanda. I Who Have Never Known Men was her first novel to be translated into English, and was originally published with the title The Mistress of Silence. Harpman died in 2012.

Ros Schwartz is an award-winning translator from French. Acclaimed for her new version of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince, published in 2010, she has over 100 fiction and non-fiction titles to her name including Jacqueline Harpman’s I Who Have Never Known Men and Orlanda. Her recent translations include Khalid Lyamlahy’s Venice Requiem, a new translation of Simone Weil’s The Need for Roots and a manga version of Camus’s The Outsider.

Appointed a Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 2009, in 2017 she was awarded the UK Institute of Translation and Interpreting’s John Sykes Memorial Prize for Excellence.
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THE ARDENNES FOREST




We led a furtive existence. The Ardennes is a region of high hills and vast forests where even before the war you could walk for hours without coming across a road. On rainy evenings, we made shelters from branches, and all winter we huddled together for warmth. Sometimes, one of us would go off to die alone in a thicket. We never fought. We had no idea whether the enemy had left or whether they’d won a resounding victory, wiping out all their opponents, but none of us believed we had won. At night, we looked for a place where we could light a fire and roast a few hares or a young boar. We would eat slowly, sitting in a circle around the embers and talking in hushed voices. Sound carries a long way in the forest, and I don’t think any of us had spoken in our normal voice for years. Our conversations were brief because we had very little to say since we were together all the time and knew all there was to know about each other. There was no news to share or comment on. We had demanded so much of our memories that they were exhausted and given that we had no plans other than to carry on living and walking, as per our orders, there was no more to say about the future than about the past. We were easily tired, or was it bored? – we could no longer tell the difference – and we would lie down to sleep. We didn’t understand why we were walking, why we took great care to keep our weapons in working order when we were almost out of ammunition, or why we still thought of ourselves as soldiers. We never saw any planes in the sky and we never heard the sound of bombing. Olga thought we’d been forgotten. Aline wanted someone to go to the edge of the forest on a reconnaissance mission, but that was forbidden, and besides, where was the edge? Ulrich reckoned that in the past, the undergrowth had been carefully kept under control and there had been firebreaks, now overgrown by younger trees. Occasionally, we saw traces of paint on a trunk. ‘That was to mark which trees to fell,’ he said.

It is a very ancient forest that covers a vast region, tumbling down into the valleys and hugging the hills. It has taken over the land, the tall trees arresting the gaze and hiding its full extent. You have to climb to the top of one of the rare high peaks to see a silent landscape of motionless trees undulating darkly as far as the horizon. In places, the beeches and oaks are only four or five metres high. According to Ulrich, they’re the remains of former farms. The thickets are very dense and it can be hard to find a way through. We sometimes come across deserted roads: the tarmac is cracked, grass grows in the crevices, and new trees push up the heavy black slabs. Or we find a ruin, so overgrown with ivy and brambles that it is unidentifiable.

At first, the silence bothered us. You could hear nothing but the sighing of the wind in the trees, the dead leaves crunching underfoot, or the water babbling when we were close to a stream. For people whose ears had been assaulted by the sounds of the city, it was almost frightening, which is why we got into the habit of speaking in hushed tones.

We never met a soul. We wondered whether we were the sole survivors. Would humanity die out with us? The women were infertile, having undergone reversible sterilisation to avoid the burden of pregnancy during the war, but we didn’t know if there were any operating theatres left. We had been prohibited from leaving the forest unless we received the order to do so, but who would bring us an order? That question still sparked our interest: was there anyone left to deliver orders? And if those who had issued ours were dead, did we still have to obey them? What was the point of our strict compliance if the world where the decisions had been made no longer existed? We were living under the law of a world that might have disappeared: were we not mad? But if we were wrong and there were still leaders, if we disobeyed, we would be deemed to have deserted, to have abandoned the mission and failed those who relied on us. Were we the last? We always came back to that question because the very purpose of our existence depended on the answer: if we were the only ones left, then we were free, demobbed for lack of an army to belong to. Maybe there were still human beings, but no army: so, should we believe that we had become the army and that it was our duty to protect the survivors? By staying hidden in the forest, we didn’t know whether we were still following instructions or whether we were letting down the people who needed us.

And if we were a secret reserve force, forbidden from showing ourselves at all costs, who would they call on when the time came? We’d been on our own for so long that we were tormented by doubts. Were we humanity’s last resort? That thought threw us into turmoil: our numbers were so depleted, what use would we be? The cold, hunger and disease had reduced us to just thirty-seven exhausted souls, and Aline said that perhaps we were all dead and that what we thought was the forest was limbo, a purgatory where the gods were judging us to separate the chosen from the damned.

Were we still capable of handling our weapons? To be sure, we took great care of them, but we’d stopped using them after counting our last remaining cartridges: one hundred and four for thirty-seven shooters. Besides, we lived in such a profound silence that the noise of the detonations would have frightened us, as it did wild animals, and we would instinctively have fled, forgetting that we were fighting. What could anyone expect of us any more, other than to survive in the forest? We felt we’d forgotten everything, and we didn’t even know what we were meant to remember.

Sometimes that realisation scared us and we tried to revive our memories. We listed our former occupations: Sylvain had been a primary schoolteacher, Dominique an architect, Renaud and Albert doctors; there was a lawyer, two dressmakers and a pharmacist, but there were no laws to apply, no medicines to prescribe, no children to educate. If the tools of our professions were to be returned to us one day, we doubted we’d be in any condition to use them. We were skilled at trapping game, fishing in ponds, and digging up edible roots. From one year to the next, there was more and more game to be had in the forest but we were caught in a contradiction: we had to keep walking, but we also had to wait until we’d snared animals for food. We compromised by eating little. Besides, we lacked vegetables and fruit, except for berries and the first wild strawberries. Only those who could cope with that diet were still alive. For several seasons, there hadn’t been any more deaths, and even though there wasn’t much flesh left on our bones, we had the impression that we were in good shape. But we were very bored. Other than feeding ourselves and walking, we had nothing to do.

In addition to our musing about the state of the world, we were highly preoccupied with our clothing. Although of the highest quality when we’d set out, our uniforms and boots were wearing out and we were no longer able to repair them. We’d each left with three spare pairs of sturdy boots in our rucksacks, but they’d been used. We’d run out of sewing thread and soon our clothes would be in tatters in a climate too cold to go without them. We preserved them as best we could; we didn’t wear them when it was hot, and we kept them as clean as possible with no soap for washing. There were no socks left, the women went bra-less and there were no more knickers. Every month our periods caused us problems – we had to find a way of collecting the blood otherwise it coagulates and makes fabric brittle. In summer, we used moss, and in winter dead leaves pressed together, which weren’t very effective. Our clothes were not going to last much longer and we were in danger of freezing to death, which would be a betrayal should we be needed one day.

Ulrich and Hector were the most at risk: the uppers of their boots were only held together with string, and soon even that would be used up. From time to time, we caught a deer or a wild boar in the big traps. Of course, none of us had any idea how to tan the leather, but we made thongs of a sort from the scrubbed hide, though they didn’t last long. We grew increasingly anxious as we watched them walking. What was to be done if they ended up shoeless?

‘But in the past, people went about without shoes. Hard skin would form on the soles of the feet,’ I said one evening as I watched Ulrich very carefully removing what was left of his boots.

Ariane added: ‘It’s the start of summer. The ground isn’t too bad: perhaps you could try going barefoot for a few hours each day.’

When someone came up with an idea, we all took immense pleasure in considering it from every angle.
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